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CHAPTER 1
 
	
June, 1999, Early
 
 
The silver 750iL BMW looked as much out of place driving among the dunes near Horseneck Beach as did the two men in it.  They could hardly afford a bike between them, yet here they were in one of Germany’s finest.  The car sloshed its way onward with the two nervous drivers bug-eyed and breaking a slight sweat from concern over all the slipping and sliding.  
“That sand can’t be good for this paint job.” Tony was talking to Marty, his eyes fixed ahead.
No response from Marty.
“There’s the trees,” he said to Marty, relieved to be at the end of their wilderness trek.  Now, get the job done and be gone. No response from Marty.  
They pulled close to the shrubbery and trees.  This early on a Monday morning they looked as alone and isolated as Crusoe and Friday. Doors opened quickly and both men were at the trunk. To Marty and Tony, this job was part of paying their dues.  There would be better days ahead, or so it seemed on this beautiful morning. A large green plastic bag was hoisted out, shapeless and bulky.  
Tony grunted, “We should’a cut this up smaller.  Separate bags.”  Marty didn’t reply. They dragged the bag together into the shrubs to a standing of trees. 
“I’ll keep watch, you go get the suitcases.”  Tony barked.  Marty cast a bewildering glance.  Still no reply.  “And bring the pick-ax and shovel too.”
Marty returned obediently for the last load - two large Samsonite “Voyager” suitcases and the tools. 
Taking the pick-ax, Tony handed Marty the shovel and whacked at the ground a few then motioned for Marty to shovel.
“What if someone happens by?”  Marty finally spoke.
“Pity the sucker does.”
Marty kept digging, completely ruining his new, best suit.  Kiss that hundred dollars goodbye, he thought.  Tony watched.  Rested.
With the hole dug, they dragged the plastic bag to the edge and slid it in.  They stuffed the two suitcases down the sides.  The two-tone, beige suitcases with brass and leather trim detail were clean and without a scratch.  
“What a waste,” Tony expressed, “look at them beauties of suitcases!  Could’a used boxes.  Anyway, we gotta cover it good, make it look normal and all.”
“Uh - we?  You got anotha shovel?” Marty asked.
The hole got covered and Marty dragged some large branches over to cover it.  Tony let him finish the job, brushing the marks away.  The job looked done.  
They returned to the BMW, slammed the tools into the trunk and took a slow pan around, checking again that no one had witnessed what just happened.  They tried to catch their breath.
“Rosie’s for a beer?”  Tony suggested.
“Some place closer, for a few?”  Marty countered.  It was decided, if there was a place that served beer this early, they'd find it.
The car pulled away with a fan spray of sand and gravel.  Tony sensed the soft base under his wheels, gave it more pedal and overcame any notion the Beemer had about getting stuck.  They fishtailed all the way out, spraying sand and debris along a wide swath, sandblasting a hummingbird’s nest clinging to a scrub pine just off their path.  As distance was put between them and the site, the ecological balance of the dunes quickly returned to normal.  
		________________
 
Two startled Ruby-Throated hummingbirds hovered around their house, unfamiliar with the form of disaster that had just shook their cottage by the beach.  Hovering and turning, darting here and there, they spied the area sensing no further danger.  The scene was serene as always, no predators or destructive storms apparent.  Even their heightened senses couldn’t detect anything abnormal just a hundred and fifty feet east.  
Richard Lewis remained still and hidden, not a single leaf shaking out of sync as he lay camouflaged in his hunter’s blind.  He had fashioned the blind earlier in the spring and would often park a quarter mile away, quietly slipping into it at dawn.  Lying prone in his hammock, even his six-foot plus frame was comfortable.  He would spy for hours on the wildlife of the dunes through his 800mm Nikor lens and hardly have to budge.  What he had just witnessed though, was something entirely unexpected.
With the car gone and the dust settled, Rich rolled out of his hammock and scooted out of the blind and up to the dig area, overcoming the soft sand of several dunes.  He approached carefully.  He took a three-foot long branch, broke off the small sidepieces, used it to break the ground apart, then used his hands.  He worked harder and faster than either Tony or Marty, but with never a bead of sweat.  You can always tell a jogger.
When he finally hit his target and scooped away enough dirt to peer in, a wave of anxiety rushed through him.  The plastic bag loomed before him.  Had he seen too many movies or didn’t this have to be a body?  And the suitcases. Drugs?  Loot?  Body pieces?  “Just calm down, it probably won’t be anything to get shook about.”  But it was.  A body.
Middle aged man.  No smell, no blood that he could see.  This was fresh, maybe a few hours.  Like he was really experienced in these things.  He shook, a wave of the woolies passing through him in a second.  He’d have to report this. But the suitcases caught his attention.
Heavy as it was to drag out, Rich admired the style.  The cases were new, or at least looked it.  Had the appearance of something from the thirties, for the real traveler type of the time, steam boating all over the world, sometimes hopping an airplane, a Pan Am something or other.  These cases would suit a savvy and experienced traveler.  But they were copies, fairly new Samsonites, capturing the colorful mystique and flair of that bygone era.  He noticed the brass emblem with a single word, “Voyager” embossed in it.
They were locked.  Rich took out his Swiss Army and tried the awl.  He popped the first lock, then the second.  He took a breath anticipating body parts, or maybe clear plastic bags of coke.  Or heroin.  Or whatever drug was put into clear plastic bags.  He’d seen it a hundred times on screen, but couldn’t keep up with which drugs are which. For an intelligent man, Rich could be very naïve in many ways. 
He opened the case.  Money.  Lots.
Spread before him were thousand dollar bills!  Stacks and stacks, nothing but thousands!  Like a Grover Cleveland family reunion.  In all different condition, no consecutive numbers, it had to be millions worth!  
Rich closed the case, then dragged the other one out. It was a duplicate of the first, all in thousands.  Questions flooded his mind as he tried desperately to grasp the full impact of this find.  Who?  Why?  How?  His mind raced considering the possibilities.  It had to be illegal, there’s a body for crying out loud!  Nothing could be legal about that.  But why all thousands?  How?
For a guy who never broke a law in his life, one speeding ticket that he didn’t deserve, a strange thought quickly took shape.  If the money’s illegal, who would be hurt by taking it?  Richard Lewis had never been in the trouble he was in lately and this money might just save him.  
He locked the second case, grabbed the other and made for his Explorer parked three hundred yards away. He returned, first to his hunter’s blind to salvage his equipment then tore the blind apart, scattering the pieces. He took a fresh scrub-pine limb and used it to sweep away his tracks counting on the ocean breeze to erase the slight brush marks left behind.  He made sure to get all of his tracks, right up to the burial site.  He stopped short of the original foot prints made by the two goons.  The police should find something to follow, otherwise they might start looking too close and find only his trail.  Let them spend their resources tracing the BMW and the goons.
Awkwardly, Rich carried his equipment back to his Explorer while brushing his tracks clear.  He threw the branch to the side, hopped in and headed home.
Cruising north on 88, then east on 195, Rich reached for his cell phone and punched 911.  But he stopped - cell calls are too easy to trace.  He remembered a gas-and-go type place off the next exit.
He punched the 911 again.  Dartmouth Police Station picked up, a woman’s voice answered, warning that the call would be recorded, then asked how she may help.  Rich disguised his voice, feeling silly about it.
“Just an honest citizen reporting that I saw a body being buried near Horseneck Beach, maybe two hundred yards east of Bridge Road, in the dunes.  You’ll find tracks.”  He hung up, then pulled away and headed home.  Rich mused over his two new life’s experiences:  He had just reported a major crime and he had just committed one.
 

CHAPTER 2
 
 
Later Monday
 
 
Home for Rich was the second floor of a three-story tenement just off the highway, near downtown New Bedford.  Captain Ahab would have thought the building old in his day. It was a far cry from the showplace he had recently built and lived in for all of one year.  He tried to shake off the thought that she was enjoying all that now.   As Rich pulled to the front he could see his landlady, Ellen, burdened with groceries heading from her car.  
Gathering his photography equipment, Rich threw a blanket over the Samsonites.  He nodded to Ellen, said his pleasantries, yes he did get some great shots, mostly birds but one deer, sure he’ll be glad to show her the pictures, bye and up the stairs.  He was nervous. But he was also amazed, getting by her while avoiding any reference to the overdue rent. 
He dare not even think of moving the suitcases. With Ellen’s three hyperactive kids and her nosy husband, he’d wait for lights out.  He wondered how much money there might be.  Three million?  Five?   But why speculate, he'd count later.
He needed to busy himself.  He flipped on his computer, deciding to polish up some finish detail for the interior elements of his latest design. It was a sprawling tri-level, ocean front gem, with steep pitched roofs, multiple guest and servants quarters and featuring a real moat circling the outside porch and into the entryway.  The arched bridge in the foyer leading to the main hallway was his piece-de-resistance, very chic and most worthy of the Wellington’s, one of Padanaram area’s most austere residents.  Another ten or twenty hours and he could put this project to bed and collect his last installment. 
For hours he toyed with scanned imagery of different wall covering patterns and tile selections. Rich couldn’t keep his mind from wandering.  An incredible amount of money was sitting in the back seat of his car.  While part of his mind raced with ideas of spending and buying, another part was working as logically as ever, his trademark persona.  Probably the Russian in him.  If he were to start spending, it would surely be noticed. Somebody would be watching. Any movement of large amounts of money would raise eyebrows, especially the eyebrows sitting on top of some mob czar’s beady little eyes.  
Anything Rich wanted to do was possible now with all that money.  But the money would stop him.  Whoever would be looking would know how to track it, wouldn’t they?  He imagined there were ways to monitor traveling, banking and investments.  Weren’t there?  He didn’t know and thought it best to just hide it for now.  
He got up, looking for hiding places.  Hardly room for him, let alone to hide two bulky suitcases.  Scanning the room for some overlooked area, the flashing red light caught his eye.  The machine showed two messages bringing him relief - Bell Atlantic hadn’t shut him off yet. 
Rich pushed the “Play” button for his first message:
“Mr. Lewis, this is Bay State Gas Company calling.  Please call our office at 508-555-5656 before noon time tomorrow.  Thank you.”
He smiled.  If they’ll break a thousand, he could pay them.  Next message:
“Rich, Alan here.  Look, they’ve filed a contempt charge.  Not to worry, but give me a call and see if we can’t work this out without involving Santos.  They’ve expedited the matter and we’ve got to appear in two days.”
Contempt!   Debbie had been threatening a charge of contempt if he didn’t keep up with the mortgage payments, or rather, her attorney was.  But Rich couldn’t believe they’d really do it.  He was only behind a month or two.  Or three.  And go before Judge Santos!  Santos thought Rich was the biggest hard-head ever to get a divorce in his court.  An appearance before Santos had to be avoided if at all possible.  He’d call Alan in the morning since he never stayed in his office this late.  The fire had gone out of his career a long time ago.  Knew his stuff, but Rich sometimes wondered if he should have hooked up with a younger, more aggressive horse.  Maybe he wouldn’t be in the mess he was.  
		_______________
 
A Dartmouth Police car was on the scene mingled in with two Westport Police cars, an ambulance, four television news vans and the channel twelve helicopter.
It was Westport’s jurisdiction, but since the call had come into Dartmouth, a courtesy was extended and Dartmouth  Captain Tony Hernandes took them up on it.
The body had been photographed eight different ways before being removed, the bag then carefully cut open length-wise.  More photos.  
The middle-aged male victim had not been beaten, hacked or maimed.  No marks, no injuries, no messages, no weird chickens feet or bat’s teeth. But there was also no wallet, so Forensics would have to be called for identity.  Could be natural causes, but then why bury the body in such a covert manner?
Captain Hernandes was speaking with two Westport officers and one of his own, Officer Humbolt.  Desperate for some kind of clue or evidence, it wasn’t looking as though there would be much to go on.  Even the tire tracks seemed useless.
“Too sandy to be of much use.  But follow them out to Horseneck Road or wherever they go.  Near the shoulder you should get a clear enough print.”  One of the Westport officers on his two-way.
“Has to be new-boy mob,” Officer Humbolt, second year servant noted, “who else wouldn’t think to cover their tracks?”
“I’ve learned a long time ago to never speculate.”  Hernandes could almost agree with Hombolt, but wanted to be sage-like.  
“Anything else turn up in the area?” the Westport officer inquired.  
Hernandes looked up, rubbing his neck in frustration.  “No.  Nothing yet.  Some funny marks going north, probably the caller covering his tracks.  Poor shmuck probably thinks he’d be blamed for a murder just because he stumbled across a body being buried.  Why can’t people learn to trust us when they find things like this?”
Officer Humbolt let a few seconds pass, then corrected, “Or ‘her'.”  
She earned a small grin from her captain.  The voice had been disguised on the phone and who knew if it were a man or a woman making the call?
		________________
 
Tony and Marty were feeling like a couple of new men.  Draining their fifth pitcher of Bud at The Harpoon Bar, they were regaling in the successful completion of their biggest assignment yet.  With their careers launched less than a year ago, today’s action should earn them junior executive status.  Marty would need the bonus that would likely be thrown their way.  The beer spills mixed with the dirt marks on his new suit were staining the wool content of the blend.  The polyester would probably clean up, but forget the wool. That’s the trouble with these expensive suits, Marty thought. Tony’s suit had equally as many new stains from the day’s activity, but wasn’t as noticeable.  The odd shade of pinkish gray hid a lot.
They had idled away the day shooting pool, drinking beer and feeding on nachos and popcorn.  Tony, the “take charge” guy, had been checking on their boss, due to meet them around six.  He ended his call and put his cell phone back in his pocket.  
“Carlo should be here any minute,” he drawled in his southern New Bedfordese to Marty.  “He’s left his home twenty minutes ago and’s headed right over.”
He was just a little pie-eyed as he studied the mostly empty pitcher.  “Whata’ya say we do one more and if he wants us to go, we guzzle it down.”  He looked to Marty for approval.
“Guzzle it down if we stay, too.”  The ever efficient Marty.
“Karla babe, one more and a couple more popcorns.”  Tony caught her attention as she was reaching to change the station for the 6:00 news.  He poured the last of the suds and held the pitcher high for her to see.
“Anyway, like I said,” Tony was returning to their earlier argument, “I seen a guy do it four out of five times down in Providence.  He had a break like a hammer, always nailed the front ball on the right with left follow english, and so help me, that eight ball would drop just about all the time.”  
“Not saying it can’t happen.  But nobody does it regular.”
“I’m tellin ya.  Five breaks, four wins.  BANG.  Pop, pop, pop, pop.  Like a real artiste”
Marty looked unconvinced, shooting Tony a sideways glance through his slowly fading eyes.  
“And how many pops’ve you had by then?” he asked sarcastically.
Tony started to retort, “Hey, I’ve been all around the state and ….” when in his subconscious, the words “body”, “buried” and “Horseneck Beach” all rang and echoed around in his head, not making any particular sense as they hung there.  Not knowing where they were coming from, he noticed Marty turning his attention to the TV above the bar.
Natalie Jacobson, long standing Boston anchorperson, was reporting and looking as sharp and knowledgeable as ever with her Farrah Fawcett hair style still looking good, an ageless wonder in the competitive, local television market.  As Tony picked up on her trailing words, the view switched to on-the-scene video.  It was a scary sight for them.  Familiar.  The sand and shrubs, the scrub pines, the hole they had dug…  A nightmarish scene was being played out before them as they sat motionless, speechless, their jaws slowly dropping to their chests.  
An on the scene reporter went on, “…following an anonymous tip placed from a local gas station.  When Westport police arrived, the grave was already partially dug out with the green body bag exposed and a small hole torn in the bag that would verify the worst of fears - it was in fact, a human body!  No identification has been made yet, and there were no visible bruises or wounds.  But police suspect foul play due to the bizarre manner in which the body was disposed of and hope to make identification shortly. The body is that of a white male, approximately thirty years old, with no visible identification marks.  He was fully clothed. No witnesses are available now, but it is hoped that the anonymous tipster will come forward as they may have very valuable information.”
At the same speed, going down the same path of logic, Tony and Marty digested what they had just heard and began to puzzle out what they hadn’t heard.  Nothing was said about the money.  In a flash of about three seconds both Tony and Marty arrived at the same conclusion:  Somebody took the money. 
Tony stared at Marty staring back.  As he began to form a few choice words, he suddenly froze, a chill shooting down into his two-tone, beige, Thom McAnns.  Marty sensed his chill and turned in time to see Carlo making his entry with three associates in tow.  Both Marty and Tony recognized the associates.  Tony and Marty were aiming for their jobs.
A sick, nauseous feeling settled into both of them, deep into the pits of their stomachs.  And that was to be the best they would feel for the rest of their lives.											________________
 
Rich managed each suitcase up the stairs separately.  Closing all his blinds and shutting all lights out but the one in his bedroom, Rich placed each suitcase on the bed.  He popped all four locks and flipped both cases open.  Mirror images of each other.  
His initial impression was confirmed.  Nothing but $1,000.00 bills!  He never knew they made $1,000.00 bills.  The most he ever had were a few Garfields.  Not that he was a poor man his whole life.  His profession as an architect netted him a very good living, reporting over a quarter million in personal income several different years.  That was one very good reason for his tax dilemma now.  But his wife, ex-wife, did the books and handled all that.  He’d get fifty a week for his wallet.  So staring at all this cash laid out in front of him, well, it was truly inspiring.  
He carefully lifted a few stacks.  It seemed uniform throughout:  Three stacks of bundled bills laid out in four rows of twelve.  One hundred and forty four wrapped stacks of $1,000.00 bills.  As he flipped through the stacks, he halted at seeing a bill that looked different.  It was a thousand dollar bill, but different.  It didn’t have Cleveland on the front, it had Alexander Hamilton!  He took it out and examined it more closely.  The back was different too, sporting a bold eagle and boasting the thousand dollar figure even more proudly.  Turning back to the front, he noticed the government seal was blue, not green.  But it looked genuine and of United States issue.
Puzzled at this anomaly, Rich flipped through more stacks and found several more of these style bills.  After comparing dates, he decided the Hamilton version was older.
Taking one stack out, Rich counted the bills.  One hundred.  One hundred thousand dollars!  In each stack?  He picked another random stack and counted.  The same.  Then another.  And another.  With eight counted from one case and three from the other, he knew it was all the same.
Final calculation:  144 stacks of $100,000.00 in each case equaling $28,800,000.00!  
Rich was awash in the surrealism of this whole scene. His mind was going wild searching for an explanation that made sense of all this.  The impact floored him, literally.  He sat on the floor before his bed, two stacks of money in his hands.  He reflected on his past two years:  Debbie leaving him for their real estate man, cleaning the home out of most of their valuables, leaving Rich with only the furniture not yet paid for, then the court settlement awarding Debbie the house and demanding that he continue the mortgage payments, all because of a convoluted and distorted portrayal of their income situation.  He thought of his fights to ward off depression and the impact it all had on his business, which was down the tubes and practically non-existent at this point.  With no way out and no light at the end of the tunnel, his irresponsible decision this morning to take the day off, again, and grab some wildlife pictures has brought him unexpectedly to this point today
Maybe it was joy, maybe grief, maybe his reliving the sting of betrayal, but Rich gave in to his emotions.  Sitting on the floor before this enormous wealth, he felt like a very small man.  But he also felt like a new man.  He curled up in a ball and fell fast asleep on the floor. 
		__________________
 
It was around 4:00 in the morning when Rich awoke.  The faint glow of the morning illuminated the house just enough for him to set about his final task of the night.  He slid a kitchen chair to the side, mounted it and pushed a ceiling tile up and over.  About thirty trips and six ceiling tiles later, the money was safely hidden.  He crawled into bed for a few more precious winks.
 

CHAPTER 3
 
 
Tuesday
 
 
“Alan, Rich.”
“Rich, how are you doing?”  
Alan had a special concern for Rich, beyond a normal attorney-client relationship.  His messing up at the divorce hearing and allowing his client to get walloped beyond belief had a lot to do with that.  Rich’s patience in not firing him, or suing him for that matter, had a lot more to do with it.
“Did you say something about contempt?”
“Ahhhh,” Alan’s voice trailing slightly.  “We were served notice of a Motion to Compel and a complaint for Contempt on your court ordered settlement.  Evidently you’re what, a month or two behind on your mortgage?”
“Try three.”
“Three.  Okay, well what’s the bank saying?  Are they threatening foreclosure?”
“The words came up a few times, but I think I have them at bay.  I explained that I’m finishing up a project and my last installment check should be in this week.”  Rich smiled to himself knowing that these problems were all behind him now.  If he wanted to, he could buy the bank.
“Well, why don’t you go to your bank, get them to write you a letter as to their intent and the understanding that you have with them and we should be all right.  But the hearing is scheduled for Thursday and like it or not, you are in contempt if the payments are behind.”
“Alan, I had no money come in for three months.  What can they do?”
“Well, I’m more concerned about what you can do.  Like, ninety days for starters.”  Alan wanted to impress upon Rich the seriousness of his situation.
“How can they send someone to jail for not paying a bill that he has no way of paying?  I thought debtor’s prison was abolished with the country’s independence!”
“Rich, you know Judge Santos.  He already thinks you’re hiding money and trying to stiff Debbie.  He sees you as a professional with proven credentials, perfectly capable of supporting your end of the order.  If you show up Thursday with the house in danger of foreclosure, for sure he’ll send you up the river.”
“So you’re serious.  Jail is a real possibility because I fall behind on a mortgage, and for property I don’t even own any longer?  Who goes to jail for falling behind on a mortgage?”
“Evidently, Judge Santos’s guests.”  Alan had seen Santos in action enough to know to warn Rich.
The point was made.  “Let me come over and we’ll talk,” Rich implored of Alan, “I’ll come with my letter from the bank.  And I’ve got to talk to you about another matter that’s come up.”
“Can we do lunch?  Say at Freestone’s, 1:00?”
“You’ll have to pick up the tab.  I haven’t been paid for the Wellington project yet.”  It cut Rich to have to ask.  He was always the one to pick up the tab.  Always. 
“That’s not a problem.  You know I keep the receipt and add it to my expenses anyway.  It'll show up on your bill.”
They hung up, both smiling to themselves about the lunch tab.  Only attorneys can make a show of picking up the bill at dinner, tip heavily, and then turn right around and bill the client every penny of the meal, tip, consultation time, and the trip back and forth to their office, which would include car expenses and their time.  The postage stamp on the envelope will be included along with a $ .09 charge for copying the receipt.  And if you dare call to complain, you get whacked with their hourly rate as they listen to you complain.  At $240 an hour, they can put up with a lot of complaining.
But Alan might be Rich’s only friend in the world right now.
		________________
	
First Federal Bank was directly on the way to Alan Levine’s law office.  Rich popped in to talk with Michelle, his friendly mortgage representative.
“Michelle!”  Rich was always happy to see her.  Though she might be initiating the foreclosure of his home, or his former home, Michelle had a way of making you feel right at home while the rug was swiftly being removed from under you.  Special person.
“Hi, Rich.  Are we getting caught up today?”  She looked quite professional today in her double-breasted, light gray suit.  
“Two or three days more.  I had cash, but didn’t think your bank would know what to do with it, so I have to deposit it, wait for the cash to clear, then I can write you a check against the funds.”  Bank rules were getting as distorted as Massachusetts probate laws.  Anyway, Michelle appreciated the humor and was satisfied to know the payment was imminent.
“But I need a letter from you to keep out of jail.”
“What are we playing, Monopoly?”  Michelle thought he was still joking.
“More like ‘Risk’.  Debbie’s attorney got wind of my being behind on the mortgage and filed a contempt charge.  My attorney says to either get a letter from the bank or bring a toothbrush.”
Michelle paused for a moment.  “You mean for jail?”
Rich nodded affirmatively with a look of disbelief.  Michelle obediently went to her keyboard and started typing. 
“That home is so beautiful.  You must miss it.”  Michelle had seen it for inspection and closing and felt for Rich.
“Well, yeah.  But to know that the two of them are so happy there makes it all worth it.”  And he didn’t crack a smile.
“I’ve seen a lot of one-sided settlements, but yours …, I wouldn’t have dreamed it.  Debbie and her husband have both called a few times asking about the status of the mortgage.  Even her attorney, what’s his name?”
“LaFleur.”
“LaFleur, that’s right.  Anyway, he called a few weeks ago trying to get heavy.  I told him he had no right to that confidential information and if he were much of an attorney, he would know that.  He backed right off.”
“He probably didn’t know.  He couldn’t even tell Debbie when she was officially divorced and able to get married again.  I had to go to the Clerk’s Office and get the document so she could prove to the guy that she was marriage material.  Can you imagine a piece of work like that, a divorce attorney that couldn’t even tell his client when she was divorced?  And I let a guy like that best me in court!  Whatever I can say about his intelligence level, I’ve got to look in a mirror and say it twice to myself.”
Michelle smirked with him and added, “And your attorney.  Don’t forget to blame him.”
“He’s not so bad.  Let this one get away from him though.”
Rich took the letter, thanked Michelle and proceeded to Alan’s office, three blocks south.
		_________________
 
Alan’s office was on the fourth floor.  Not the commanding penthouse station that he once occupied in Providence, but more than satisfactory for the twenty hours or so that he liked to work now.
 “Mr. Lewis.  How are you doing today?”  Marge, the receptionist, was her same polite self, impeccably dressed in a navy blue suit that took ten years off her real age.  “I have you down for lunch with Mr. Levine at 1:00.  Is that still on?”
“Absolutely.  I wouldn’t miss giving Alan another billable hour for lunch.  But I'm a little early.”  
“I’ll let him know that you’re here.”  Marge disappeared down the short hallway.  She had been with Alan almost from the beginning and the two were like a well oiled machine by now.  She was back in a flash and led Rich to Alan’s office. 
“Hey, Alan.”
“Rich, come in, come in.”  Alan was a content sort of man.  He’d done what he wanted, had a loving family and was ready to retire but just had no need to do so yet.  So he worked a few hours weekly, probably half pro-bono.  Rich wondered why he still charged for copies and postage.
“I didn’t think you’d mind me being a little early.”
Alan probably hadn’t gotten mad at anyone for fifteen or twenty years.  You would think in a profession like his that he’d have a lot of controversy, but it was all just a job to him.  Nothing personal.  He could tear a witness up in court or berate an opposing attorney, chopping him up in little pieces for the courtroom rats to feast on at night, but if he bumped into him the same evening he’d buy the same witness or attorney two drinks and dinner.  Far from being two-faced, Alan was a sincere professional and had a court record that Alan Dershorwitz would be envious of.
“First, here’s my note from the teacher.”  Rich handed Alan the letter Michelle had typed.
Looking it over, Alan called Marge in to fax a copy to Debbie’s attorney, Mr. LaFleur, along with a cover letter to the effect that the contempt hearing would be moot as the mortgage would be up to date within days and the bank was happy.  Out of a thousand lawyers, probably nine hundred and ninety five would quickly acquiesce and drop the charge under the circumstances.  But with LaFleur, Alan would bet against it.
“You’re really serious about doing jail for this?  Falling behind in my mortgage?”
“Rich, it’s not just a mortgage.  It’s a court order.  A settlement.  It’s like not paying alimony or child support.  By law, you’re obligated to maintain the payments on Debbie’s property until we can get the order modified.”
“So I’m like a ‘dead-beat dad’?  Will my picture make a milk carton?”
“Well, maybe an evaporated milk can.”
“Alan, I can’t even pay a six hundred dollar rent.  My phone and utilities might be shut off any day.  I never even got cable, didn’t have a TV worth doo-doo anyway.  But I’m obliged to pay a $1,500.00 a month mortgage for a wife who runs off with a real estate guy?”
Alan just looked at Rich.  He had explained everything many times in the past, but Rich couldn’t accept it.  In a no-fault divorce state, it doesn’t matter who did what to end the marriage.  Someone wants out, they're out, and assets theoretically get split down the middle.  But if one party was largely responsible for supporting the other, they're expected to continue support for a reasonable period of time.  How simple these things sound in the halls of justice, where legislators dreamt up easy ways for the system to work after their two hour, three martini lunches, far away from the annoyances of real life.
Rich raised his hands in surrender.  He’d been over this before and knew the problem had come from being unprepared at the divorce hearing.  Alan had thought the case to be a slam-dunk, so never asked Rich to bring all the records needed.  LaFleur blind-sided them by making allegations and misrepresentations he had never hinted at before.  Alan admitted being bettered but explained that such tactics usually only happen in criminal cases.  He had never seen such ruthlessness in probate.  He never imagined LaFleur even had it in him.  
“Let’s change the subject.  I’m fried with the divorce until you work your magic with the modification.  Enough said?”
Alan smiled, understanding the frustration.  “Done.  What else is on your mind?”
Rich settled back, a little uneasy now.
“Alan, as my attorney, can I tell you anything related to my life and know that it will remain confidential?”
“If I didn’t learn that in law school, I’d know it just from the law shows on television.”
Another TV addict, thought Rich.
“Because something happened, unrelated to the divorce but something that will certainly have an impact on my situation.”
There was a knowing nod from Alan, not suspecting what was about to come. 
 “Did you watch the news last night?”
“Never miss it.  Get some of my best clients from those reports.”
“Well, one of your clients all but made the top story.  You see the story about the body?”
Alan sat back.  Rich definitely caught his interest.
“Around Horseneck Beach area.  Certainly.”
“I was the caller.  The tipster.”
Raised eyebrows.  Alan would rather a good criminal case over probate any day.
“I was out shooting some pictures in the scrub pine and was hidden away the way I do.  All of a sudden I see this car come barreling down in a cloud of dust and what looked like Mutt and Jeff get out, drag things out of the trunk and bury them.  I went over to look after they cleared out and couldn’t resist taking a peek.  I found the body.”
“Well, it was good of you to call it in.  And so fast!  The news report said they'd like to talk to you, and I can see why.  Rich, if you’re worried that you’ll fall under suspicion or that you waited before coming forward, don’t worry at all.  It’s been what, less than twenty four hours?  And now you’re talking to your attorney before coming out?  You’re protected under law.  You have every right to consult with an attorney.”
Rich took a deep breath.  He turned to see that the door was shut.  He still had doubts as to whether he should do this, but who else could he turn to?  
“Alan, I don’t think that day will ever come.”
“What?  Telling the police?”  Alan was still confident Rich would do the right thing.
Rich nodded affirmative.
“Rich, don’t be foolish.  You have nothing to hide, but it’s a crime not to report a crime.  And a man’s body for crying out loud!  Report it and report it today.  I'll be right by your side.”
Again Rich just stared.  He took a deep breath and studied Alan’s expression carefully.  Here’s the man that let a simple divorce settlement get away on him and now Rich was in the deepest financial crap of his life, yet he was about to trust the same man with his biggest secret.  
“There was something else in the grave.”
The silence could be cut with a knife.
“Two suitcases.  They dragged them out of the trunk after dragging out the body, then put them all in the pit and covered the whole thing over.  When I went, I dug down and checked out the bag first, then the cases.  Wouldn’t you?”
Alan shook off his bewilderment.  Wouldn’t he?  He wouldn’t ever have been there!  Not in the sticks, not shooting pictures of birds and certainly not digging up graves.
“Anyway, there were two.  I checked them both out.  They were the same.”
Ten seconds of silence.
“And…?”  Alan was about to go spastic. 
“And I came into some money.”
“You came into…  Meaning it was money?  And you took it?”
“Little ol’ me.”  Rich smiled innocently.
Alan shot up out of his chair and walked away shaking his head.  Rich sat still watching him through the corners of his eyes.
“You’re a felon if you don’t report everything and turn every bit of the money in.”
“I may be.  But I’m dead if I do.”  He shot a cold stare at Alan.
“Dead.  Don’t get carried away.  It may be intimidating to have seen what you saw and then walk away with some money, but once you do the right thing, it will all take care of itself.”
“You mean even if it was like two or three million dollars that someone was out?”
“Two or three mil…,” Alan’s surprise was obvious.  He regained his composure, then added, “Yes.  Even two or three million dollars.  Did you really get two or three million dollars?”  There was no pause between the two sentences.
“Oh, I got two or three million all right.”  Rich paused briefly.  “In fumes.”
Alan stopped, startled.
“What do you mean, ‘in fumes’?”
“Alan, I’ve got twenty eight point eight million dollars hidden away.  Never saw so much money.  You wouldn’t believe what that looks like just lying in one place.”
Alan rushed to his chair to sit back down.  He looked out the window a bit.  Then he glanced at Rich.  Then he stared at the wall hanging. 
“Twenty eight eight?”
“In thousands.  All thousands.  Did you know they made thousand dollar bills?”
“Yes.”  Alan was in disbelief.  Then he added, “But not that many of them.” 
“And they’re not counterfeit, near as I can tell.  These are all different serial numbers and in different grades of condition.  They’re real, I know they are.”
“But it’s not yours!  You can’t keep it.”
“Alan, maybe I shouldn’t have taken it.  But I did.  Before I knew how much was there.  Didn’t take the time to count it on account of I had to get out of there.  There was a body giving me the woolies and I was gone.”  Rich was trying to justify things but Alan was still looking doubtful.
Rich continued, “But now that I know how much money I took, how could I turn it in?  You know it has to be serious mob or drug money.  We’re not talking some huckster that picks pockets or breaks into homes at night.  Whose ever it is, they’re big time.  And I get the feeling they’d be pretty ticked-off to learn I had it.  Don’t you think, maybe?”
Alan was more serious than Rich had ever seen him. 
“Rich, as your attorney, I have to advise you to come forward, turn everything in and tell the authorities what you know.  As your friend, and I hope that’s what we’ve become to each other, friends, as a friend I tell you…,” he paused, stuttering, then had to admit, “I don’t know what I tell you.  I think you’re right.  You’re in some real deep stuff here.”
“At two forty an hour, what did that brilliant piece of advice just cost me?”
That brought the mood back to normal.
“Richard, what do you care?  You’re a twenty-eight-millionaire!”
“Yeah, well, I want to stay a twenty-eight-millionaire.  Somehow when attorneys get involved there’s always a shifting in the tides of fortune.”
“No worry here.  I can’t get involved.  If you’re not going to come forward, and I can’t say that I blame you, I can’t be involved.  What you told me is more than I need to know.  Now if you want another attorney to handle this situation, I’d understand.  I can still represent you in the divorce settlement, but I’m not touching this, this, this gangster thing.  Not unless we’re calling the police this afternoon.”
A smirk on Rich’s face.  “Well, we’re not calling the police this afternoon.  We’re going to go have lunch at Freestone’s.  But I’m glad I got that off my chest.”
“And on to mine.  Rich, I think you should think this through more.”
Rich wanted advice and had dumped it all on Alan because he respected his opinion.  But he’d been thinking it through and regardless of how honest or legal he’d like to keep things, if he spoke up, he’d be a gonner.
Alan turned to Rich and in a quieter voice said, “You know they’re not making them any longer?”
Rich shook his head slightly, not understanding.  “What?”
“Thousand dollar bills.  Clevelands.  They’re calling them all in, taking them out of circulation.”  With that said, Alan wanted no further part of any discussion about the ill begotten booty.  He signaled a note of finality to Rich.
“Let’s go eat, Alan.”
“Certainly.  And now that I know you can afford it, it’s on you.”
“Sure, if they can break a thousand.”
Alan cringed, putting his hands up as a shield.  He didn’t want to hear any of it.
		_________________
 
Dartmouth Police Station is an aging, red and tan brick building as if someone couldn’t make up their mind on the color to use.  Captain Hernandes was sitting at his desk in a rare moment of solitude.  It’s not that Dartmouth was all that busy with crime or incidents, but with all the summer activity, largely an overflow from surrounding town beaches and attractions, they never pumped up their staff that much, so it was a busy time of year.  And though the body was found in Westport, his brief, token involvement with the case had piqued his interest.
Tony Hernandes was studying the photographs that had just been sent over from Westport as a favor to him.  At first glance they didn’t seem too promising as nothing unusual jumped out at him.  But after a while, when he was finally trying to ignore them, one of them caught his eye.  A particular photo taken of the original scene before anything was touched, bore an image of an interesting mark in the gravel at the side of the body.  Hernandes looked closer and could discern a gap between the side of the body and the gravel where the mark seemed to originate.  He could imagine the marking as a track.  He could imagine the gap as a place where something else had been. 
		_________________
 
The four block walk to Freestone’s was purposely devoid of any further mention of the money or crime scene.  Alan seemed serious about not getting involved.  Who could blame him?  Disbarment and jail after such a successful career would be a real bummer.  And if Rich didn’t play his cards just right, he’d be tomorrow’s lead news story. 
Inside the restaurant, Rich asked for a private table and they were led to the back section.  Though it was much quieter, it was less private because everyone could hear.  He apologized and asked for a table in the thick of the noisy crowd and sure enough, they had all the privacy they could ask for.  They could hardly hear each other, no chance of anyone else hearing them.  One of life’s little oxymora.
The martinis arrived without them even ordering.  Gail saw them come in and was chilling their glasses before they were seated, shaking the Bombay before their waitress ever arrived.  They nodded their appreciation and Gail shot them a big friendly smile. A former model smile.  Beautiful woman still, jet dark hair, bright shiny, toothy smile, with dimples!  Great figure.  With two years of divorce behind him, that was all Rich needed to completely melt.  He felt his arm go weak and forced himself to divert back to Alan.
“You know, Rich, the court notice of contempt wasn’t the only matter I had to handle yesterday for you.  It just seemed the most urgent.”
“What else happened?  They asking for lethal injection?”
“No, I.R.S. and Mass DOR problems.  Both, within an hour of each other.  They don’t usually work together, but in your case, they’ve teamed up.”
“So they need money.  Can they break a thousand?”
“From the figures they’re talking, it wouldn’t matter.  You’d probably just have them keep the change.”
Rich took a long, slow sip of his Bombay Sapphire.  If it was any colder he’d be re-enacting the Dumb and Dumber movie scene on the ski-lift with the frozen tongue.
“It gets bigger by the day.  The tax bill, that is.”  
“Well, they called me because they’re getting serious.  If you had property, it would have been gone a long time ago.  Maybe it’s good that Debbie got the house, at least one of you keeps it.”
Rich looked up slowly from his drink.  Anyone else and them would be fighting words. 
“The fact that you’re genuinely broke now,” Alan was sticking to his story that he knew nothing about any recent ‘find’, “might allow us to negotiate some sort of settlement.  We could never do that if you owned property.”  He would leave it there until he could make more headway with the tax representatives.  “How did you ever let your tax liability get so far out of hand?  You’re a professional!”  
“It’s so simple to explain, but hard to understand.  The last few years together, Debbie must have been taking a lot out of the business because my reported income was just incredible!  We paid most of those taxes, but the year we built the house, we put off in excess of $100,000.00 in taxes to get the house finished.  Debbie agreed it was worth paying the fines and interest the next year and promised to get more involved in the business.  We could have cleared it up easily.  But with the house built, she met this real estate guy and you know the rest.”  Time for another sip.  Two.
“But they’re looking for almost twice that.  And it’s from your returns in later years, not your last joint return.”  Alan had never pressed Rich for any explanations on tax issues since he had enough to catch up on regarding Rich’s business and finances.  
“Well, the next year I was forced to file individually, but paid off most of the taxes for our last joint year.  $175,000.00 in one check!  Biggest check I’ve ever written in my life, and it still didn’t cover the whole thing, but close.”  The thought of it brought up the stem glass again. Bottoms up!  “Anyway, taxes aren’t deductible, so that went down as income to me.  Add the forty or fifty thou I legitimately earned and I had to report almost a quarter mil in income.  Filing single, no deductions, you know what the new taxes are?  Almost a hundred thou!  So I’m back up way over my neck again.  Plus the fines and interest on the unpaid balance.  Next year, same thing.  And the next.  After three years I’ve paid more taxes than the combined national debts of most free world governments.  And it all looks like income on my returns, thus my wonderful divorce settlement which Judge Santos based on my apparent income.”
Now it was time for Alan to hoist the glass.  He knew this part of the story.  Rich’s tax returns were honest and straightforward, but in the divorce hearings all that was coming through was the incredible income Rich reported.  Alan had been called in late, failed to do his homework and simply wasn’t prepared for the attacks from Debbie and Attorney LaFleur that Rich was raking in profits.  Judge Santos could only see dollar signs and in ten minutes it was all over:  Rich got the failing business, failing because all the funds had to be drained for the taxes and bills left behind, and Debbie got the home that the tax money bought.  Rich had to continue with the mortgage because it seemed reasonable to the judge under the circumstances.  Alan blew it and he knew it.
They placed their orders including a second round of martinis.
Alan started.  “If they can’t get the full value out of you, they’re prepared to press for prison time.”
“Let's hope Bubba never asks what I'm in for.  Could prove embarrassing.”  Rich still couldn’t believe they were seriously talking about jail. 
“Well, it’s a real problem.”  Alan only had to visit three of his clients in jail in his thirty-seven years of practice, none as innocent or well meaning as Rich.  He’d hate to come to the end of his career and not be able to help Rich, but these were serious situations.
“Obviously this isn’t going to be a problem now, considering my little windfall.”
Alan dropped his chin, put up both hands as a guard, and rolled his eyeballs.  “No, No, No.  I don’t want to hear the ‘windfall’ part.  I’m no part of that.”
“All right, then let me just say that I think I could handle the tax problem.  Give me a month or so.  If jail becomes imminent, give me two hours.”  Rich would move a few ceiling tiles around if it meant avoiding jail.
The second round was delivered and more waves to Gail.  Another photographic smile from her, dimples even deeper, and Rich went even weaker.  This time he didn’t turn away so fast.
“Will your check from the Wellingtons cover a good portion?” Alan asked.
“It should cover all current bills and a little for taxes, but no, nothing substantial.”  Rich had only this check to look forward to before yesterday and it clearly wasn’t going to be enough. 
“Well,” Alan said with finality, ”As long as you know how serious all this is.  You’re a good man, Charlie Brown.  Hate to see the system do you in.”  And that would be the final word.  The rest of the meal they talked about the Red Sox and their series chances and going tuna fishing.  Neither would likely happen, but over a two-martini lunch, hope springs eternal.
		_________________
 
As Alan settled the check, Rich checked his tip.  Twenty five percent, the usual for an attorney reimbursed meal that would be charged back to his client.  
“Let me just leave a thousand for Gail,” Rich quipped.  “Unless you have something smaller.”
“I’d stay away from Gail in your condition,” Alan offered, quietly.
“What condition, two martinis?”
“No,” Alan smirked, “Two years,” referring to single life.
Rich agreed and they smiled politely as they waved goodbye to Gail, making their exit.  She smiled back.  Dimples.  Rich’s knees began to buckle.
They walked along the cobblestone street, Alan deep in thought about something.  Rich was absorbed in his own thoughts about his incredible situation.  Threats of jail, bankruptcy and possibly even mob killing, but enough money in his possession to buy his way out of anything.  Should he be happy or scared?
“Rich.”  He paused.  “Rich.  If you were to come into some money for any reason, you know, unexpectedly?”  Alan was not incriminating himself.  “You’d want to be careful.  Your ex has shown herself to be a bitter, vengeful adversary.  She’d love to see you put away.  The I.R.S. and Mass DOR?  They’re not the most compassionate of adversaries either.  If they sensed, or worse, if they could prove that you had money, they’d claim you had hidden it, and they’d go for the throat.  You know that, don’t you?”
“Oh, I’ll be careful.  If I were to come into something, unexpected, I’d be very careful about my spending habits.”
“Especially in your case, not having had anything for the past few years.  Any spending now would be obvious.”  Alan reflected on his years of experience with very well-to-do clients, and some not so.  “You know, it’s easy to hide money once you have money.  After a million or two, who notices?  Who can tell if your suit is a two thousand dollar tailored piece or only a thousand?  Who knows if your European trip cost you fifty thousand dollars or twenty?  But until you get up in that bracket, coming into big money is usually quite obvious.”
“After a million or two, who notices?’ Can I quote you on that?”   Rich smiled at Alan’s homespun logic.
“Sure.  Quote me all you like.  But I’m concerned Rich.  This group will go for your throat.  Every one of them.”  
The throat.  That’s where they all had him and now he desperately needed to find a way out. Alan was right in observing that by hiding the money, getting caught with it could be the worst scenario possible.  There would be no way to prove where it came from.  Debbie, LaFleur, the IRS, the DOR, some mobster or drug lord and even Judge Santos, they would all nail him for their particular “evasion du jour”, whatever charge each would try to make at the time.  There would be no way to prove that all this money just fell in his lap by accident.  And even that was illegal, so there would also be the police to deal with, both the State and the Feds, on a rainbow array of felonious matters.  The trick was in not ever getting caught.
“Alan, I know that. But you know what?”
Alan was listening. 
“All of these adversaries, they all went for the throat.  Everyone is ready to press me to the limit.  They’ve left me with nothing.  Literally nothing.  And you know why that’s not too smart?”
Alan raised his eyebrows in a “No, why?” sort of a way.
“Because they left me with nothing to lose.  And no one is as powerful as when they have nothing to lose.”
		________________
 
Rich returned home around four o’clock and set about printing out his final design proposals for the Wellingtons.  Then he called them to confirm his appointment the next morning. A check would be waiting, and it was money he could show.
He grabbed a beer and turned on the six o’clock report, wondering if any new information was available on the Horseneck beach body.
Natalie led off referring to last night’s lead story, but adding that today, yet another mystery was unraveling as fishermen reported bringing up body parts in their nets.  As an on-the-scene report came on, the camera zoomed in on two or three body parts caught in the net.  One captured Rich’s attention.  It was a man’s calf and foot, a leg severed from the knee down.  But the clothing was still wrapped around the leg; a cheap grayish, pinkish pant leg and a two-tone beige shoe on the foot.  
 

CHAPTER 4
 
 
 
Wednesday Morning
 
 
Wednesday morning started early for Rich.  Up at five, half hour of jogging, shower, latte’ and down to business.  He had to package the final plans and specifications for the Wellington’s for his meeting with them, yielding the final $25,000.00 check, as elusive as the holy grail lately.
It was a sobering morning.  Rich couldn’t quite shake the feelings he had the night before on seeing the news report.  It underscored his logic.  His life wouldn’t be worth spit if there were any trail leading back to him.  The two men he had spied burying the loot didn’t last twenty four hours after botching the job and Rich knew he could be next.
He printed out a final invoice on his stationery and by nine he was out the door heading to Padanaram via The Java Bean for his second latte’ and a newspaper.  
The front page carried the story and overnight the identities had become known.  Antonio Perreira and Martin Gomes.  Two small-time felons loosely connected with the Mafia.  The report indicated they were low members in the Carlo Bartelli family, Carlo being rumored to be the Don of the entire New England operation and possibly exerting power in New York.
Rich knew Carlo Bartelli.  Not well, but they had met a few years previously.  Rich had quite a reputation as an architect in the Padanaram Village area, a picturesque, old fishing settlement built on a scenic peninsula just south of New Bedford, in the Dartmouth Township.  Rich designed more than a dozen homes, among the finest in and around that area.  While supervising their construction through the various stages and trades, it dawned on Rich how much the General Contractors were raking in for just lining up trades people to ply their skills.  He set up his own contracting firm and made his wife Debbie it’s president.  Their income tripled and Rich Lewis Design, Inc., became “the” design firm of the area.  
When Bartelli purchased choice, ocean view land on the southern tip of Padanaram, most of the finish work got awarded to Rich, with Debbie as the front person.  So Debbie knew Carlo well, Rich a little.  Now came the first hint that maybe Carlo had some connection with the body and money. 
A second article covered details on the first body that was discovered and finally identified:  A Richard Fowler.  No known mob connections, but a history of drug dealing and rumors of his trying to make a move to the big time.  Then Rich read the most startling piece of news, cause of death:  Heart attack.
Rich finished his latte’ and headed to the Wellington’s, a few miles south-east of Padanaram, with just one quick stop at a bank to break a thousand.  He needed spending money.
It was a beautiful day, especially around the coast. With the temperature hitting eighty degrees already, clear skies and puffy cumulous clouds forming along the shore line, this was a picture perfect, New England poster type day.  The kind of day that had Rich wishing he had bought a Z-3 instead of his Explorer. 
Cutting through Padanaram Village for the scenic route, Rich came to a blocked detour.  The road was under repair with a detour pointing right.  But Rich knew that if he went left, less than a mile down the road would bring him by “their” home, his “dream” home.  Small, as most homes in the Village were, but well designed, giving a spacious, airy feeling from any of the six rooms.  Three rooms boasted an ocean view, the most impressive being from the Jacuzzi room which had a 120 degree panorama of the shoreline from Clark’s Cove with Fairhaven and Sconticutt Neck across the bay, through Apponagansett Bay, and south almost to Round Hill Point.
Rich slowed as he approached the property.  He had to swerve to avoid an empty garbage can that had blown into the street.  Tom’s red Porsche was parked in the driveway, indicating that he was home again.  Rich often wondered if the only house Tom Cochrane closed on in the last two years was the sale of his home in Swansea.  
As the deck came into view, Tom and Debbie could be seen.  It looked like breakfast on the deck, after 11:00.  But even from this distance, there was a tension between them that Rich could feel.  It looked like Debbie was yelling, but it was impossible to tell.  Tom had a kind of schoolboy-in-the-Principal’s-Office look about him.  They passed out of view as Rich swerved to avoid a second trash can.  Trash day in Padanaram.
		_________________
 
Rich tooled through his old neighborhood enjoying the quaintness of the tiny village and catching up on changes to the hamlet.  There were none that he could see.  There never are.  That’s part of the lure of the Village.  
An old New England fishing village dating back to 1652 when it was purchased from the Wampanoag Indian tribe, Padanaram grew slowly and stubbornly.  It resisted change, starting out as a fishing village and remaining as such until today.  It had even become quite a whaling center for a period in the late 1800’s, no doubt spurred on by the neighboring whaling city of New Bedford.  
Although the yuppies discovered it in the eighties, the typical tourist shops and bistros never seemed to follow.  A handful of shops, not particularly upscale, took root along with only a few eateries, but nothing ostentatious.  The village kept its mystique and ambiance, attracting cultured and well-healed residents while continuing to be a major center for fishing and boating.  Local folks kid that maybe the name keeps people away.  Who can pronounce it?
It's actually a bible name.  Not that much biblical has ever happened here, but back in the early 1800’s, the village was dominated by industries and financial ventures of one, Laban Thatcher.  From his bible reading, Laban Thatcher related to an obscure figure in Genesis named, appropriately enough, Laban.  He was the father of two daughters, Leah and Rachel, who wiled their way into Jacob’s life and became his wives.  Both of them.  Don’t ask, it’s a biblical thing.  Anyway, Laban of the bible was also an entrepreneur, and wasn’t beyond pulling a shrewd deal on a victim if given half a chance.  Laban Thatcher related to the whole story and since their names were the same, he dubbed the old fishing village after bible Laban's area, ‘Padanaram’.  
		_________________
 
Anne Wellington greeted Rich at the door.  There was no doubt that they could afford servants, but Rich knew they objected to the exorbitant going rates for such help these days.  They’d think nothing of having a $150.00 breakfast, then drop only ten dollars in a tip and expect it to be appreciated.  They’d accept whatever rate their designer ran by them if he was well credentialed, but heaven help the painter that expected to make more than $100/day.
“Mrs. Wellington,” Rich greeted her as she opened the door, resplendent in her gold trimmed, forest green oriental robe.   “If I didn’t design this house myself, I would be gushing all over with superlatives and praises, but modesty forbids.”
In her sixty-one years on earth, Anne Wellington had never learned to pick up on when someone was blatantly flattering her to get on her good side.  Or if she did, she learned not to object. 
Laughing at the much appreciated adulation, Anne greeted Rich, “Well, you don’t have to be so modest.  All we get is praise for this house and we have you to thank for it.”
Rich entered and Anne started in.  “It’s been such a hectic day, the Shattuck’s have filed for divorce.  I always saw it coming.  His traveling and drinking, the two never mix well, you know.  And her running around trying to get an acting career off at her age.”  The word, acting, enunciated two octaves higher.  “But they filed yesterday and I just don’t know what that will do to the neighborhood.  I hope someone buys their house and knocks it all down and starts over.  Maybe hire you to design a new one.”
“Put a word in for me.  I’m game.”
“Mercy, we also just heard that Mr. DiGerolomo was in a bad accident up in New Hampshire.  Something about a gasoline truck and a motorcyclist, but he got banged up pretty bad.  Terrible news.”
Rich didn’t know DiGerolomo, but usually the explanations led to more detail than he’d ever want to know, so he simply nodded in understanding.
“And oh, that Tom Cochrane.  I’m sure there’s no love lost between you two, lord knows, but that Tom is heading for trouble.”
Rich looked intently at Anne for this one, for now she had piqued his interest.
“Well, you know he jogs every morning.  Early too, as soon as the sun comes up.  And at that hour he always sets off Joseph and Mary.”  Her two greyhounds.  “John has called him several times about changing his route and Tom just ignores him.  I’m not surprised that he’s caused you so many problems, he’s trouble, he is.”
Rich couldn’t imagine Tom Cochrane running every morning.  Rich runs three times a week and has to flog himself.  But it fits.  Tom can be driven in selective areas, and anything to do with his body would be select enough.  But why so far from home?   The Wellington’s lived about five miles out of Padanaram, though they acted like they owned the Village.
“Well, I stay out of their lives,” Rich offered.  “Didn’t even know he was a runner.” 
“Every morning.”  Anne punctuated her reference, unknowingly rubbing it in for Rich.  “Even in the rain or cold.  So every morning, our two babies get startled and wake us up.”
Rich let Anne go on for about ten minutes with the latest gossip of the area.  It was a ritual he had learned to respect.  If Anne had no one to share her gossip with, what would be the use?  And if she couldn’t gossip, she might decide that life near Padanaram was boring and tell John to sell their summer cottage here and go elsewhere.  That would never do, at least not until Rich was fully paid.
After the obligatory ten minutes, Rich turned Anne’s attention to his purpose in visiting.
“I’ve got the final selections.  With your approval, I can have the wall covering and tile overnighted and with a little luck, have it all completed by Saturday.”
“Oh Rich, I wish we had planned the party for next month.  It’s been just so hectic here.”
“We’ll make it.  Besides, no matter when we planned it, there would always be last minute details that would take us right up to the last second.  That’s life.”  Rich had enough experience with these things.  “This way, your house is done in June and you have the whole summer to enjoy it.”
Ann shook her head back and forth in frustration.  It was all just too much for her. 
“And remember,” Rich continued.  “The deadline was set back in March because if ‘Architectural Digest’ couldn’t do their initial shoot next week, you would have missed out.  Waiting for the next year is always chancy.  They might find another property to feature.”
“Oh, I know.  It’s just that there’s so much to do.  The florist had to cancel the birds-of-paradise because of a shortage and I have to decide on the alternate later today.  And the caterers say there may be a shortage on fresh Dover sole, so we may need to substitute that too.”
Crisis hits the Wellington’s.  Will they survive?
“Well, let me show you my suggestions.  If they’re acceptable, we can call it a wrap and you can rest well tonight.”
They poured over the elevations and product samples.  Anne had a million questions and concerns but all were deftly allayed by Rich’s patient and understanding replies.  After about an hour they were satisfied that the project was completed.  Rich called the suppliers, scheduled early A.M. delivery and lined up the trades people.
Enter John Wellington, shuffling across the kitchen floor in a beeline for the bar area.  The secondary bar, in case he couldn’t make it to the main bar twenty feet into the next room.  Like today.
“Hello, Mr. Wellington.”
“Hello.”
“John,” Anne turned to him.  “Dick Digerolomo had an accident up in New Hampshire.  He’s in the hospital.  Don’t know what the extent is, but what a terrible thing!”
John’s half smile faded to maybe a quarter smile out of concern.  But as the bar came to within reach, he returned to his normal half-smile.  He poured a vodka and tonic.  Didn’t even have to shake it as his perpetually shaking hand was just enough to do the job naturally.
“And I told you about the Shattucks, right?”
“Who?”
After his updates, Mr. Wellington was drawn into the final decision process on the decorating, or at least the staged decision process, the real decision having already been made by Anne.  But this humoring of John allowed him the dignity that he deserved for inheriting such wealth, which had allowed Anne to amuse herself all these years with whatever projects that fancied her, while creating the illusion that John was involved.
The formalities all completed, Rich took out the final invoice.  Going through the motions of handing it to John out of respect, he knew full well it would be diverted to Anne and she would be the one to write the check.  Then have John sign it.
“I’ll get you a check right now.”  Anne smiled brightly as she asserted the claim.  Prone to argue over any bill placed before her, Rich had overcome her pettiness by lining up “Architectural Digest” to do a spread on their new cottage as well as landing a prized New England design award that got the Wellington’s a silver plaque for their dining room.  The perfect conversation piece.
“If we don’t see you sooner,” Anne said handing Rich the check, “Two o’clock on Sunday.  You’re our guest of honor.”
“I’m flattered and looking forward to it.”  Rich would never be invited to one of the Wellington’s catered affairs, but this was a house warming party to celebrate their new cottage and editors of several design journals were going to be there to consider the possibilities of featuring the cottage.  Having the designer present to expound on the architectural details and structural problems overcome could only help their chances.
Rich said his good-byes and was escorted out by Mrs. Wellington as she filled his ears with three more tid-bits of Padanaram goodies.
											______________
 
It was just before one o’clock as Rich pulled in front of First Federal.  Taking a chance on the already expired meter, he went straight to Michelle’s office and was glad to see that she had no one else inside.
“As promised,” smiling as he held up the check.
Michelle smiled back, “I knew you’d come through,”  raising her hand victoriously in a fist.
“Why don’t I just deposit this,” said Rich.  “When the funds clear, take out what you need for the mortgage and save me a trip.”
Michelle looked at the check.  “From the Wellington’s?  Consider it cleared.  Do you want the change?”
“No.”  Rich was surprised they would cash it just like that.  “No, deposit the balance into my checking account.  I should be able to keep ahead of you for a while now.”  
The paperwork got done and Rich asked for one more letter addressed to Probate Court affirming that he had done his duty.  
As he left Michelle’s office, he darted around the corner to the last teller’s window, out of eyesight from her office.
“Can you break these?”  Rich handed over three, one thousand dollar bills.  
		______________
 
No parking ticket.  Things were definitely turning around.  Ready for lunch, Rich had no choice to make.  He drove a few blocks to Freestone’s, a pair of dimples awaiting.
“Hey!” she said as he saddled on up to the bar.
Rich smiled and raised his eyebrows in a greeting fashion.  She was easy on the eyes.  Gail’s fair Cape Verdean looks had landed her a brief modeling career in her younger years.  Even did a bit of support acting.  But the camera knows first when one is beyond prime, so now she plies her looks in a bartending career that, coupled with her vivacious personality, has her at the top.  She’s had opportunities to own her own bar or restaurant, but ambition never drove Gail, people did.  And here at one of New Bedford’s most popular watering holes, Gail was in her element and life didn’t get better.
“The usual?” she asked.
“You know, I think I’ll do a beer today.  How about a Sam Adams on draft.”
“What!  You always do Bombay martini’s and I make it my business to learn my customers.  After I learn to make them just the way you like them, you’re going to change on me?”  Each syllable was enunciated as clearly as the Queen intended.  “Now what if I saw you parking and had the Bombay already shaken?  I’d have to shake you, you Palanga!”  Firm, authoritative, but smiling widely, boring the dimples deep into her cheeks, driving Rich crazy.
Shrugging his shoulders, Rich could only plead for forgiveness.  “Shake me.  Please shake me.”  
Although they had known each other by sight for a number of years (who didn’t Gail know?) it was only for the last few months that she seemed to give Rich more than the usual attention.  And that was hard to discern because Gail was a great bartender making everyone feel at home and giving everyone more attention than they really deserved.  Her tips proved just how good she was.  
As Gail sauntered away to pour the brew, Rich looked around the bar, casting for familiar faces.  None here.  He had missed the blackboard specials, so he left his stool and walked the few steps to the front dais and read them off.  While there, he took a quick glance into the dining area and did a double-take.  Alan!  Rich was pleasantly surprised and thought of going in to say hello, but noticed another party at the table and didn't want to disturb them.  Rich studied the man’s back.  Large man.  Well dressed.  Then the man turned sideways and Rich stiffened:  Carlo Bartelli.
His heart sank.  His mind was ablaze with alarms.  Visions of Alan ratting out on him, letting Bartelli know who had his money and maybe expecting a reward for the info.  He thought of bolting.  
But another thought occurred.  He should stay and make certain that they would all meet.  If Alan were connected with Bartelli, surely there would be some sign.  Between Alan and Carlo, one of them would surely send a sign if Rich was on the “Out” list.  Rich returned to his bar stool planning to meet as Alan and Bartelli leave.
“Gail,” Rich shouted.  “Don’t pour that Sammy.  I’ll have the martini after all,” thinking he might be in for a stormy one.
Gail threw a play tantrum.  Even in his concern, Rich cracked up at her antics as did half the bar patrons.
		_______________
 
With lunch over, Rich kept his eye on the exit area.  He motioned to Gail for his tab at the same moment Alan and Bartelli appeared.  Rich spied them through the corner of his eyes but gave the appearance that he was absorbed in the drink menu.  If Alan didn’t notice him, he’d change his tactic and call out at the last second.
“Rich!”  Alan’s voice - it worked!  “What’s this, Freestone’s again?  Must be some kind of a habit?”
Rich turned to greet Alan, acting surprised, then stood to reach out for Alan’s hand.  This would force a few steps between them, bringing them closer.
“Hey, Alan!  What a surprise!  You must have the same bad habit though.”  Rich couldn't detect any outward sign of betrayal on Alan’s face.
“My habit’s the food.”  Alan had lowered his voice.  “Not the bartender.”  He nodded in Gail’s direction, now deep in a discussion with another patron, probably an attorney, on some of the latest news about the courtroom buzz.  Lawyers, judges, fishermen or garbage men, Gail was equally at ease with them all.  That’s what Rich liked about her.  No, that’s what Rich loved about her.
“Martini’s.  They’re my habit.  And I know who makes them best, so I come here.”  Rich turned to Carlo.  “Mr. Bartelli, Richard Lewis.  Don’t know if you remember me.”
“Of course I do.  How’re you doing?”  He seemed sincere.  No daggers.  No kisses on the cheek.
“Is this your normal watering hole?” Alan asked of Rich sincerely.
“It’s a frequent stop.  But, today I'm celebrating.  Finished the Wellington project.”
“Oh, that’s great news.”  For Alan it was, it meant he’d be getting paid.  With honest money.
“The Wellington’s!”  Carlo Bartelli was impressed.  “They the one’s that just built that new estate on Slocum River, by the bridge?”
“Cottage.  They call it their summer cottage.”  Rich couldn’t get over it either.
“Aye, Paisano!  We should all have it so good.”
Carlo was Italian.  That was his way of announcing it.  Rich still sensed no hostility.  But it could be a cover.  Then again, maybe Alan doesn’t even suspect that Carlo might be connected to the money.  Rich made the connection based on the newspaper.  Maybe Alan hadn’t read it.  
They made small talk for a couple of minutes then said their good-byes.  Rich was momentarily relieved.  He could detect nothing outward that would indicate to him that Alan was dropping the dime on him.  But it was still a surprise that the two knew each other and that they were dining together a day after Rich had confided in Alan about the money.  It was just too odd that the one man Rich confided in is dining with the one man that may be cutting people up for chum in order to find the money.
Gail brought him the check, lingering more than usual.  Rich resisted the temptation for a third drink, paying the twenty-two dollar tab with a fifty and leaving.  Smoothly, Gail worked into her good-bye the fact that she works two shifts.  She’s here every evening until one. 
Rich headed for home, but with three detours.  Three bank stops to get some smaller “change”.

CHAPTER 5
 
 
 
Wednesday, Mid-day
 
 
His first stop was a small, local bank.  At Slade’s Ferry he would only change two.  But the other banks, Bank-Boston, Citizens and Peoples, he’d do three each. 
He first noticed the car on his trip between Bank-Boston and Citizens.  He didn’t think much of it at first.  A light blue Ford of some kind, nothing special.  But when he saw the same car three car lengths behind him turning into the People’s Bank lot, Rich was uncomfortable. 
He continued driving out of the lot pretending that he had just driven in to make a turn.  Whoever it was, he didn’t want them to suspect that he had bank business everywhere.  Rich headed home.
Though barely discernible in his rear-view, he spotted the blue Ford pulling to the side a few blocks away as he parked in front of his apartment.  Rich locked up and went on to his apartment.  He looked out the window and spied the car.
About a half hour later, Rich saw the car pull closer, across the street.  Two more minutes and the doors opened, two men in suits.  He readied himself for them, not imagining they could be mob.  Too clean cut and conservative in dress.
After three raps on the door, Rich counted to ten and opened, chain still on.  He had a bat within reach if the door suddenly exploded.
“Richard Lewis?” they asked.
“Yes.”
“IRS Agents.”  Badges flashing.  “We’d like to talk with you.”
“Well, I own nothing that you can take, so I guess you’re more than welcome.”  Rich was trying to diffuse the tension.  
“Mr. Lewis, we’ve already spoken with your attorney, Mr. Levine.  Are you aware of the seriousness of your situation with regards to some overdue taxes?”
“I’ve got three shoe boxes full of letters from you and with each new letter, the amount I owe is bigger and the consequences more foreboding, so yes, I’d say I’m aware of it.”
“Well, Mr. Lewis, we were sent to assure you that our department stands ready to assist you in any way we can.  But also to let you know that it is our duty under law to bring this matter to a conclusion.  It can’t be ignored.  We understand some of the problems you’ve experienced in your personal life lately, but taxes are every citizens’ responsibility.”
“I’m not going to argue with you.”  Rich was going to try to placate.  “I owe taxes and I'm not trying to dodge anything.”  There was only modest comfort in thinking of his newfound treasure.  
“Mr. Lewis, this department has received a number of promises from you in the past and we’ve always taken you at your word.  But the fact is you’ve paid only a small fraction of the amount owed for the last three years.  Frankly, we can’t wait any longer.”
It was the taller, older one that did all the talking.
“I hear you.  And I apologize.  What did my lawyer say?”
“That he can’t save you.”  
“I doubt he’d admit that.  For what I pay him, he’d better never admit that.”  Again, trying to diffuse a tense situation.
It was obvious to Rich that he’d be off the hook today.  They would have served papers by now if they were taking him away or seizing property.  
“Frankly, I’ve just completed a project and received payment today.  I went to a few banks to arrange a substantial payment to you people very soon.”  He thought this would explain the bank stops, having no idea how long they had been tailing him.
“When might we expect that substantial payment?”
“In a week or so I can sort things out.  With this payment today and a few other deals in the works, I might be able to secure a loan from a bank and pay off the entire amount.”  Bull, thought Richard.  No bank will touch me. 
The agents threw a few more standard intimidating lines at Rich, but all in all they seemed settled.  They excused themselves and promised Rich ten days before they would go into the “red” zone, whatever that meant.  The tall one said goodbye, the smaller one nodded.  
											_________________
 
The flashing light caught his attention again.  Only one message:
“Hi Rich, Alan.  It was good running into you at Freestone’s.  When I got back to the office I had an important message regarding the contempt charge.  Give me a call.  If you miss me at the office, try home.  It’s urgent.”
The last word was not a good word to hear from an attorney.  Rich dialed him immediately.
“Urgent?” Rich led off, “Didn’t I tell you about using that word?  Can give a man my age a heart attack.”
Alan was glad to see Rich in his usual form.  That was likely about to end.
“LaFleur’s not dropping the charge.  He still wants the hearing tomorrow and makes no bones about the fact that he’ll be pressing for seizure of assets, fees and jail.”  Alan waited.
“Assets are a joke.  I have none left.  What do you mean, fees and jail.”
“Well, he’ll want all his attorney’s fees reimbursed for this matter, and by law, he’ll get them if you’re found in contempt.  Let’s hope the Judge accepts the bank letter.”
“Not to worry.  The bank did me a favor today and accepted the Wellington check as cash.  The mortgage is up to date and I have my note from mommy to prove it.”  Rich was disgusted at all the rigmarole he had to go through to keep Debbie in her home.
“Well, that’s great news.  Then jail will likely be avoided, unless we get Santos and he’s in a bad mood.”
“You’re still serious?  Jail!  Even though I’m up to date?”
“Well, not likely.  I think you’ve appeased the court by paying today.  But that will be the judges’ decision.”
There was silence while Rich grimaced.  He wanted to lash out, but what good would it do.
Alan continued, “But back to the fees.  By going to court LaFleur is running up fees.  You’ll likely get tagged for them.”
“How much we looking at?”
“My guess is two or three thousand.”
Even if he was sitting on top of 28.8 billion dollars, Rich would hate to have to pay LaFleur a single cent.  But he knew enough not to shoot the messenger.  
“Thanks Alan.  What time tomorrow?”
“I’ll meet you at the courthouse at nine.  I imagine we’ll be called early, but be prepared to spend a few hours. 
“And Rich, I’m sorry.  LaFleur should have just dropped this and maybe gotten us to agree to a thousand or so for his time.  Like I said yesterday, they’re going for the throat.”
Rich understood.  He thanked Alan and was about to say good-bye when he thought better.
“Alan, eating with Carlo Bartelli!  You two know each other?”
Alan laughed.  “I’ve done real estate work for Carlo for years.  It’s like a hobby of his, always grabbing any land deal that he thinks is a bargain.  He has one philosophy:  ‘Land, they’re not making any more of it.’  So he buys!  I imagine he may be all what rumors say he is, but in my dealings with him, he’s never been anything but a gentleman.”  
“His name was in the paper this morning.”  Rich was fishing.
“Oh, in that article about the thugs.  Who knows.”  It was a statement, not a question.  There wasn't the least bit of tension in Alan’s voice.  Alan wasn’t the coolest of men, not easily able to hide his emotions unless he was in court, excitable and worrisome everywhere else.  Rich thought he could trust what he was hearing. 
“Well, we’ll talk more tomorrow.  See you at nine.”
________________
 
They hung up and Rich pondered the day’s developments.  He was somewhat more relaxed about Alan’s relationship with Bartelli, but not a hundred percent.  He was glad the IRS didn’t slap him in jail or seize his car, but that was only a temporary delay.  He didn’t like having to go to court again, and as for writing out a check to LaFleur, he’d rather get AIDS.  Finally, he couldn't stop thinking about the apparent connection between the two dismembered thugs and Bartelli.  The more Rich thought it through, the more convinced he was that it was Bartelli’s money.  But he forced his concerns into some deep recess.  Then he replayed some of the lighter events of the day.  The gossiping Mrs. Wellington, and Tom Cochrane being on the Wellington’s bad side.  
A thought started to nip at him as he considered the whole convoluted scene:  His tax troubles, divorce troubles, lawyer troubles, judge troubles, mob troubles, all of them seemed to be centered in one way or another in the Padanaram area.  He thought of his ex and Tom arguing over a late breakfast on the deck, no doubt over money.  The mob boss Bartelli who’s searching desperately for whomever took his money.
The thoughts played over and over in his mind like a looped tape as a realization began.  Then Rich shot up, alert and awake from the nirvana-like state he had almost drifted into.  There was something here.  He walked in circles around his small kitchen talking with himself.  Stopping now and then to puzzle out a particularly sticky problem, but there would always be an answer.  By three in the morning, Rich had a new outlook on life.  
And a plan.
 
 
 

CHAPTER 6
 
 
 
Wednesday - The Cochrane’s
 
 
Debbie Cochrane was being more stern than usual with LaFleur.  She had met him at an all time low in her life, having just left her husband of fourteen years for a younger man.  Social mores have come a long way, but even in her conscience, she had sunk below what could ever be accepted.  
Enter attorney Robert LaFleur, Esq., who made her feel good about her decision, supporting all of his consolations with Commonwealth Law as he was able to proclaim and prove to a legal certainty that she was not at fault.  Every move of hers had been right, proper and fair.   He became her guru in both a legal and moral sense, lending dignity to her affair with Tom and the breakup with Richard.  Trusting him entirely, LaFleur had surprised her with the fabulous settlement that he pulled off, assuring her that the laws of Massachusetts were firmly behind her.  He was worth every bit of the $25,000.00 bill he had run up by then.
But his bill continued to climb.  When LaFleur was fighting for support and the house, he was worth his bills.  But now, his hourly rate is the same, yet the take has evaporated.
“But Bob, if it’s paid up, what’s the point?  I’m afraid if he goes to jail he’ll just give up and let the house go into foreclosure next time.”  She never used to argue with LaFleur and the frustration of the mixed feelings that it raised in her was almost unbearable.
“Debbie, we don’t put him in jail.” The emphasis on we.  “It would be the judge who sends him up.”  LaFleur always seemed to be able to lead Debbie to any conclusion he wanted.  Lately she was becoming fiesty though.  Why do all his clients eventually give him such trouble?
“Think of it,” he continued.  “Why would a judge throw him in jail if it wasn’t deserved?”
The mixed emotions welling up in Debbie were putting her in a real fit.  Yes, she enjoyed giving Rich a hard time, but why does it have to cost her so much?  LaFleur’s making more than his share now and it’s got to stop soon.
“Debbie, don’t worry about the money.  I’m almost sure we’ll get sanctions and your share will be nothing compared to what he’ll pay.  Have I ever let you down?”  Said so smugly.
“But I still get enough of your bills to choke a cow.  And now I have to be in court tomorrow.”  Frustration, anger and a little bit of guilt swirled together.
“Please come.”  It would be his final plea.
“You say it’s at nine o’clock?”
“Nine.  Right in New Bedford, what’s the big deal?”  Then it occurred to him to add, “Dress appropriately.” 
“All right, Bob. I’ll have someone cover the gallery.”
Debbie’s gallery in Newport wasn’t the rage she had hoped, so not covering wouldn't really hurt. But it seemed a fitting statement as she hung up.
“What’s the verdict?”  Tom Cochrane had been listening to Deb’s half of the conversation, but knew he was missing some things, like the logical side.  Sitting across the umbrella’d table on this beautiful June morning, Tom popped the last of his croissant into his mouth. 
Irritated already, Debbie really didn’t want to have to explain everything all over again to Tom.  He had it so easy back then, just having to walk out on his live-in.  Wasn’t even his house anyway, so he had nothing to lose and no complications.  He walked out paying virtually nothing to his ex-live-in and now he’s free. 
“Bob still wants me in court and I really don’t have the time.  Frankly, I think he’s pushing Rich a little hard.” 
“Hey, if the law requires him to pay regular, let him keep up.  If he’s going to put us at risk like this all the time, jail the guy and teach him a lesson.”  Tom had an understanding way about him.
Debbie rubbed her head, trying to ease away her tension headache.
“Even though LaFleur thinks the judge will sanction Richard for most of his expenses, there will be some charges not covered.  I can’t believe how much he’s making on this whole deal.  Bob didn’t give me a house, he got me what was rightfully mine by law.  Why does it have to cost me so much?” 
“Hey,” offered Tom, “Rich probably spent more than you did for legal fees and he got crap out of this.  Look at the bright side.”
“Rich got his business.”  Said with an air of a jealous schoolgirl.  “That’s all he cared about anyway.  So stop making it sound like I got the prize.  We split down the middle and this house was on my side.”  
Tom was willing to drop it. He could see the frustration building in Debbie, and he was anxious to turn the page to one on his own agenda.
“I won’t be home this evening until nine or so.  Got a showing out in Mattapoisett.”  He could see daggers forming already.  “I should offer them dinner at the Inn, so I may not be home till late.  It could go ten, eleven.”
“Another evening that you have a showing!”  
For all the hours she works, and the few Tom works, why does he always choose the times they could be together?
“It’s the nature of my work.”  Then, in his most caring tone, “That’s why I want to get my own agency.  I’d have enough staffers to do all the showings in the evening.  Then I can just run the office and take the showings that come up during the day.”  Tom should have left it at that, but being the man he is, he went on.
“I let you put the money into your gallery, remember?  That could have started my agency, but I’m giving you first crack.”
The steam could almost be heard.  Seething, she replied through clenched teeth, “First crack!  You mean, with my money, you let me have first crack?”
“Your money.  Deb, we’re married.  It’s our money.”
Deb hit all alarms.  “You came into this marriage with a five hundred dollar a month note on your car, some Italian suits and a broken down living room set.  That makes it ‘our money’?!”
“You know what I mean.”  Tom was trying to bring it down a notch.  “Sure, you had more than I did and I don’t want to take any of that from you.  But we both agreed to work our businesses and whether we invest it in yours or mine, it’s ours.  We didn’t do the pre-nup thing, remember?”
“You dare bring up the pre-nuptial agreement that I decided not to force?  That worked to your benefit, not mine.”  Debbie, turning crimson.  “I did you a favor.”  
Debbie poured a final glass of orange juice to cool down.  Then she speared the last melon wedge to top off the outdoor breakfast.  The anger inside of her wasn’t going to subside easily and she wished Tom would pick up on the hint and just go away for now.  Her lawyer is milking this case for everything he can get, her husband thinks he’s entitled to any of her money that he can grab and he doesn’t appreciate the long hours she’s investing to make her gallery work.  
Debbie’s temper was blocking her other senses as she was too distracted to notice the champagne colored Explorer passing by, swerving to avoid their trash cans in the middle of the road.  But her anger was obvious even to the driver of the car from that distance.
			________________
 
Debbie arrived on Thames Street in Newport and pulled down the tight alleyway next to her gallery, honking at some tourists partially blocking her way as she turned in.  An out-of-state car was in one of the two spots reserved for the staff of her shop, leaving one open for her.  Her only help didn’t drive, so she just needed the one.  She noted the license of the offending car and would call it right in.
“Jules, how is it going?”  Debbie’s one and only employee, Jules Agnacia.  He was gay, in college and a lover of art, so for minimum wage, Jules thought helping to run a gallery in Newport for the summer was a dream come true.  It beat returning to Montana for the summer, where some of his persuasions weren’t always appreciated.
“Oh, I’m just in a frenzy!”  Jules was excited.  “The ‘Curtis’s’ arrived but there was a big gash right through the package.  I didn’t notice it until the driver had left and I’ve been trying to call U.P.S. all morning.  I just can’t get through, oh, I don’t believe it!"
“Were the paintings damaged?”
“Well, one of them had a cut right through the ballerina’s foot.  Oh, I was so destroyed!  Can you just imagine?”
“Big cut?”
“Oh, I don’t know.  Maybe this big,” fingers spread to less than an inch.
“I think we can repair it.  Curtis isn’t exactly a Picasso.”  Debbie figured it could be fixed with a piece of tape to the backside.  “But keep calling U.P.S. and file a claim.  Full retail value.”
Debbie thought Jules was worth the minimum wage that he agreed to work for.  Not so much for the work he did, but for the clientele he attracted.  His friends alone would rave about her place and that would generate some business, some of his friends actually having money.  He earned his keep in the long run.
“Styles called and said he’ll be bringing someone by to look at the Weymouth painting.  He’s pretty sure he’ll buy, sight unseen.”  Jules was excited, contributing to their yet and future success.
“I decided last night to raise the price on that piece by three hundred dollars.  Could you take care of that for me?”  Debbie had a fast mind.
Debbie got on the phone and reported the out-of-state car in their space.  Yes, her partner was waiting for the space.  That would bring them right down.
Jules volunteered to take the Curtis in the back and try a repair.  While he was gone, Debbie took the ledger out of her leather Chanel briefcase and exchanged it for the one behind the counter.  She had made the adjustments that she needed to at home and now could exchange again.  She would be thankful next April.
Jules returned proudly displaying his “behind the cut tape trick” that took all of two minutes and looked it.  Debbie okayed it and went on to her own business.
“I have to appear in court tomorrow.  Probably won’t make it down here until one or so.  I know it’s your day off, but any chance of you just coming and hanging around?”
Jules didn’t really mind, not having a lot of places to go anyway.  “Sure,” he volunteered.
“Since you won’t really be working, I won’t be able to pay by the hour, but I’ll make it up to you with a few hours off later.”  It seemed perfectly fair to her.
			______________
 
Tom Cochrane arrived at the Century 21 office by six o’clock.  His “trainee”, Judy, was already waiting and he no sooner got out of his Porsche than the perspective buyers, Pat and Bob Thompson, pulled up.  With pleasantries aside, Tom offered Judy’s car since there were four of them, but the Thompsons were all too happy to offer theirs for the twenty minute drive to Mattapoisett.  Then it struck him that they would all have to come back this way but he and Judy had another appointment later that evening in the same area, so would they mind following him?  Of course not, so Tom and Judy hopped into his Porsche and the Thompsons followed.
Judy wasn’t really a real estate agent, or a trainee for that matter, but was a young housewife Tom had met last Saturday while having lunch.  When Tom mentioned that he was an agent, she expressed that she had often thought of getting into real estate, so why not come with him for a showing?  She’d see how the whole process worked then he could debrief her and she’d have some valuable experience.
The house got shown, rather quickly.  The Thompsons went their way and Tom and Judy headed for the Mattapoisett Inn for a debriefing, as Tom called it.
“So what did you think?  Easy enough, wasn’t it?”  
Judy, 24 yrs. old, was really impressed.  “Absolutely.  At least the way you handled it.  You really know a lot about construction.  It would take me a while to learn all that.”
“That’s why you go to the classes.  You’ll learn fast enough.”
“And you seemed to know a lot about local laws and code.  Is that hard to learn?”
Actually, Tom thought it was, but why worry her?  “Nah, you’ll catch right on.”
They arrived at the Inn and were quickly seated. Tom called the waiter over to place their drink order wanting to get an early start.  
“You know, when I get my agency up and running, I’ll need an office manager.”  He was smooth.  “That might be a good position for you while you’re in school.”
Judy loved the idea.  She thought it was quite the outstanding offer from someone that she had just met. She looked at her watch, commenting that she needed to check in with the baby sitter.  When she returned, she announced that all was fine and that the baby sitter assured her not to worry about the time.  Separately, and unseen by each other, they both slipped off their wedding rings, making for a more comfortable evening.
		_________________
 
Eleven thirty.  As Debbie waited for Tom to return she poured herself a glass of wine and headed for the Jacuzzi.  It was a moonlit night so she was able to appreciate the ocean view in the moon glow by turning off the lights and just lighting a few scented candles.  She relaxed, thought about what court may bring tomorrow and lamented that she was turning so much harder since her divorce.  Richard and Tom were to blame.  Suddenly she could hear Tom pull up and into the garage.
“Hi honey, I’m home.”  Tom waited to hear where she would be.
“I’m in the Jacuzzi, Tom.”
“Okay dear.  I’m heading to bed.  Had a long evening and have to get up early.”
Frustration racked Debbie’s entire being.  She slowly sipped her ’92 merlot, watching the moon gradually pass out of her view on it’s way to set on the western horizon.  As she emptied the bottle and the jets shut off again for the fourth time, she knew that she had been in the tub for two hours.  Three times Debbie had to interrupt her comatose meditation by getting out to reset the half hour timer.  She had exceeded Massachusetts Official Jacuzzi Zoning Time Standards by an hour and a half.  But she needed it.
 
 
 

CHAPTER 7
 
 
 
Thursday, Early Morning
 
 
Waking at 4:00 A.M., Rich bolted upright.  He would force himself through the moves until his body woke up.  He showered, dressed for court and skipped his latte', heading straight for Padanaram at 4:30. He parked his Explorer away from Debbie's home worried at not seeing Tom's Boxster on display, but sprang to life when the garage door rattled up and the roar of a Porsche, mid-engine roadster was heard.  Three seconds later, Tom Cochrane emerged confirming Anne Wellington's tale.
Rich had a hunch that Tom didn’t start his running from Debbie’s home.  If he did and his route took him by the Wellington’s home about five miles to the south, with the return trip, he’d cover more miles than an iron man.  Tom wasn’t a marathon type runner.  Rich doubted Tom did more than two or three miles.  So why drive so far when Padanaram was fine for running?  
About five miles out, Tom pulled over to a side of Potomska Road, the quiet country road the Wellington’s lived on.  It was a scenic spot just before the waters edge, the Wellington’s cottage just in view.  So far, so good, thought Rich.  It was very private, devoid of any other runners or traffic, just what Rich had been hoping for.  And if Tom always runs the same route past the Wellington’s, he must be a creature of habit.  As he watched Tom lock up his car and go into a good five minutes of warm-up stretches, he grew confident that his plan could work.  Tom took off in the direction of the Wellington’s.
Rich wasn’t so interested in the route Tom would take, although he could pretty much guess it now as there weren’t many roads around.  Tom must run in one direction, then double back.  Rich thought it strange that he didn’t pick a loop somewhere, but the last thing he’d ever do is seriously try to figure Tom out.
About a half hour into the wait, Rich could hear Joseph and Mary barking for the second time, indicating Tom was returning, probably five more minutes away.  Rich calculated it to be a four mile route.  Not bad.  Rich would have to increase his route.
		_______________
 
Rich made a beeline for the Java Bean thinking he might check up on Tom’s routine one more time, just to be sure.  He had too much riding on this to rely on Anne Wellington’s piece of gossip.
At the Java Bean, Rich ordered a double latte’, a cinnamon roll and the “Standard Times”.
The "Times" carried some updates on the original two murders, but nothing special.  He almost skipped a secondary lead story, but something drew him back to it:
ASIAN LOTTERY WINNER FOUND DEAD
The story told of a Fall River man from the Philippines found murdered in an old warehouse near Battleship Cove.  He had been tortured before being done in by some ghastly method.  The poignant thing about the story was that he had just recently won over five million dollars in the Massachusetts State Lottery.  Friends and family weren’t aware of it because he had arranged with the Lottery office to collect as anonymously as possible.  Smart of him considering the countless hounds that come out of the woodwork trying to woo the money away from these new millionaires.  So Marco Fernandes collected his first check without fanfare.  
Was Rich just being paranoid, or could it be that Marco’s coming into money attracted the wrong attention?  He read on.  Mention was made by close friends that Marco had just purchased a new Lincoln Town Car and a new motor boat.  He was also shopping for some real estate and it was a shame that he was cut off at this time in his life.  Friends wondered where he had gotten the money.  All week long, Marco Fernandes had been the talk of the community with his mysteriously newfound wealth.
Sipping the last of his latte’ Rich felt terrible for Marco Fernandes.  His suspicion of the mob looking for people coming into sudden wealth was proving valid and he was feeling partly responsible.  His one comforting thought was that Alan Levine wasn’t a rat.  He couldn’t have told Carlo Bartelli about the money because it had been almost twenty four hours since Alan and Carlo were together and Rich was still alive.
		_________________
 
There were three banks Rich knew of having branches that opened at 8:00.  He hit all three, changing three bills at each.  He didn’t like how slow this was going, but until he could find more time he had little choice.
		_________________
 
It was earlier than Captain Hernandes liked to report for duty, but last night’s killing had him wondering. After getting the run around on, Fall River Police divulged that the new Filipino body had some similarities to the other murders, but that he should check back later, a hint to stop bothering them.
 
Hernandes didn’t know what he was looking for, but something bothered him.  His juices were flowing and it felt good.
 

CHAPTER 8
 
 
 
 
Thursday, Late Morning
 
 
 
By 8:50 Rich was passing through the security check at Bristol County Probate Court.  A hellish building that bred depression, animosity and heartbreak.  A building dedicated to the art of divisiveness.  Rich had lost his shirt here in episodes past.  Today he might lose more.
Alan arrived a few minutes later and ushered Rich downstairs, into a private conference room.  
“Are you feeling all right today?”  Alan was asking because there was a genuine concern.  Rich had been through the ringer and may well face a bitter session today.  They were docketed before Judge Santos.
Rich hunkered down low, and in an even lower voice said, “For a man sitting on top of almost twenty nine million dollars…  No.”
Alan didn’t smile. Rich was always joking, but not today.
“Well, I think things might start looking up.”  Alan unbuckled his two-buckle leather case.  He removed several folders.
“I’ve been pouring over your tax returns for the three years leading up to the divorce and the financial statements of both yours and Debbie’s,” Alan continued, “and something’s not adding up.  Did you and Debbie dine out a lot?”  Alan asked, hoping for the right answer.  “I mean, like a lot?”
“Sure,” Rich shrugged, “most nights, I’d say.  I spoiled her pretty good.  Isn’t that why they leave?”
“Most nights, but not all?  And not every meal, like breakfast, lunch and dinner?”  Alan had a hopeful look in his eyes.
“Nah, we were too busy.  Generally just dinner at night.  A few nights we’d stay home.  Order pizza or do a cheese plate, simple stuff.”
“How about expensive hobbies or past-times.  Did you or Debbie have any indulgences?”  Alan may have been hinting at coke.  
“No.  Nothing like you might be getting at.”  Rich was amused at the thought.  “Debbie liked the spas, but that was about it for ‘indulgences’”.
“Trips?  Travel?  Did you spend a fair portion traveling the world?”
“Not really.  My business took us around for seminars or occasional projects.  Like the big one I did in Hawaii.  But our clients always paid for travel, we only put money in for some souvenirs or a few days extension.”  Rich looked at Alan.  “Why?  What are you getting at?”
Alan grimaced and shook his head.
“It just doesn’t add up.  The personal income reported the years leading up to your divorce was almost two hundred thousand per year.  Yet your mortgage and other expenses just weren’t that high.  Neither financial report shows that kind of cash or assets lying around.”
Rich leaned forward. “And you are getting at…”  His voice trailed.
“Somebody took a hunk of money out those years.  And maybe the years before.  They must have.  You paid the taxes on it.”
“I wouldn’t really know,” Rich said, shaking his head, “Debbie kept the books and did all the banking."
“You mentioned Hawaii.  What about Hawaii?”
“Six or seven years ago.  A client from Newport wanted me to design and supervise the construction of their home on the Big Island.  I put my bid in at ten percent of the project cost plus expenses, a little high but, you know, it would consume most of my time.  It was a nice surprise when I got it.  The project cost started out around five million, but finished around ten by the time it was completed.  We had to be flown out quite a few times, first-class, and always got to stay at the greatest places.  That was all covered and I probably made the biggest fee of my life!”  Rich was beginning to see the light.  “But Debbie kept the books.  I couldn’t tell you exactly how well we did.”
Alan shot Rich an incredulous stare.  “Rich, you’re a great designer and architect.  Don’t architects need to know math?”
Rich shrugged.  Actually, no.  Computers, calculators.  What’s to know?  But there was an image to maintain.
“Yeah, sure,” Rich offered.  “Why?”
“Because your fee for the Hawaii project alone was about a million dollars.  Did you ever see a million?”
Rich stared off into the courthouse air.
“If that was six or seven years ago, that would be five or six years before the actual divorce,” Alan continued, excited.  “We were only concerned with the previous three years leading up to the divorce, so I never saw those records.”
They stared at each other long and hard.  
“Rich, I think Debbie might have squirreled away a small fortune from your prosperous years.  I’m not saying that she had intentions of leaving you, but as she drew closer to the decision to leave, she probably withdrew the funds for herself.”
“Don’t investments and bank accounts get reported to the IRS?  How could she hide things like that?”  Rich no longer had a hard time believing that Debbie would stiff him.  He just had his doubts that the system wouldn’t uncover her plan.
Alan shrugged.  “There are ways.  Lock boxes, cash accounts, overseas banking.”
“What you’re getting at is possible.  I never checked on the money during our whole fourteen years together.”  Rich stared vacantly. 
Had he really been taken?  Was Debbie sitting on a gold mine that she hid from the divorce proceedings?  
“Rich, when we’re before Judge Santos today, we’ll handle the contempt matter and the mortgage.  But I’m going to raise this issue.  We may be out of line and Santos may not hear us, but we have to try.” 
“The worm turns.”  Rich said this as he was pondering if this could really be true. 
“If she cheated you,” Alan continued, “and withheld disclosure of assets, we’ve got a whole new ball game and she’ll have two strikes against her before coming to the plate.  And next time, I’ll be throwing my best stuff.”  
		__________________
 
They sat on the hard wooden benches watching Judge Santos make or break people’s lives.  Rich had to sit and watch LaFleur in action as LaFleur tried casually to destroy another mans life.  If LaFleur had his way, the man would be leaving with only his socks and shorts and would have to send them in later.  After he got checked into the shelter.
As the battle ensued before Rich’s and Alan’s eyes, Alan leaned to Rich and quietly asked, not really expecting an answer, “What’s LaFleur on?  Look at him constantly twitching his neck, his runny nose, his hyper-activity.”  Rich had no idea, but one of his friends had asked the same question at an earlier hearing while observing LaFleur’s demeanor.  They both shrugged their shoulders and let it ride.
With Santos far from finishing the first case, it was Rich’s turn to lean toward Alan for discussion.  Speaking through the side of his mouth, Rich mumbled,  “I think the money belongs to Bartelli.” 
Bombshell.
Alan turned slowly, a look of concern, then the hands went up.  Rich recognized what they meant.
“You had lunch with him and were talking with him,” Rich explained, “You better know what we might be into.”
“We?  We, as in what Tonto said to the Lone Ranger?”  Alan’s lips never seemed to move.
“Okay, if you don’t want to know.  But when I’m tortured, the name ‘Alan Levine’ can come out even if I’m gagged.”
Alan folded his head into his hands.  He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
“Spit it out,” said Alan.  He knew he’d better hear this.
“It was the two chum guys I saw burying the body and the money.  The same two guys the paper said worked for Carlo.”
“So…” It’s amazing how calm Alan sounded keeping his voice so low.
“Alan, why would they be chopped up?  They get sent on a turkey run to bury a body and a fortune.  Less than twelve hours later the body is on the six o’clock news and the money’s gone.  Another twelve hours and fish are spitting out polyester blend suits.  Put it together.”
Alan shook his head in disbelief.
“How do you know those bodies were the two guys you saw?  They only found a few parts!”  It was a struggle to talk so softly.
“I saw the parts clearly on TV.  It was a leg, or part of a leg, from the knee down.  The pant leg was a weird pinkish gray color and the shoe was a two-toned beige job.  That’s exactly what the taller one was wearing.  Mutt.  Or is it Jeff that’s taller.”
“That’s it?  You draw your conclusion from a pinkish gray pant leg and a two-toned beige shoe?”  Alan wasn’t quite buying it yet.  “It’s a good thing you don’t work in homicide.  You’d be declaring President Clinton dead every time a corpse came through with a blue suit on.”
Rich thought Alan was being ridiculous now.
“No comparison.  A lot of guys wear blue suits.”
“My point exactly,” Alan retorted.
“A pinkish gray suit and a two toned beige pair of shoes!  Alan, how many guys wear that?”
“In New Bedford?  Plenty.”   Referring to the large Portuguese population.
It was obvious to Rich that Alan was in denial.  Bartelli was a good client and Alan didn't want to lose him.
“Alan, it’s Bartelli’s money.  You wanna make a bet?”  They’d be betting with their lives, Rich figured.
Alan gritted his teeth as he nodded ever so slightly.  Alan could see one and one adding up, which meant Rich was in deep trouble and that placed Alan there too.
		__________________
 
“In the case of Cochrane vs. Lewis, all parties stand.”  The court bailiff called them to attention.
“All parties, raise your right hand …”  
The two attorneys stood at attention beside their clients while Rich and Debbie did the oath thing.  Debbie wore a simple dress, with less jewelry on than Rich had ever seen her in public.  Also with less make-up than usual, doing her best to look as waif-like as possible.  LaFleur’s idea no doubt.  Rich thought how nicely dressed they all were.  Too bad they couldn’t be enjoying dinner at the Candleworks rather than trying to tear each other apart in Probate, then they could all leave feeling good about themselves.  That never happens in this building. 
“What’s going on now?”  Judge Santos decided to dispense with the formalities and cut right to it.  He seemed to know everyone so well by now.
“Your Honor,” LaFleur dug in.  “As you read in my complaint, we have knowledge that the defendant, Mr. Lewis, has been purposely neglecting the paying of the mortgage payments on my client’s property as ordered by this court.  This places the property and home of my client, Ms. Cochrane, in serious jeopardy and thus I called for this emergency session.  I believe …”  Santos cut him off.
“Is this true Mr. Levine?”  Santos’s eyes looking sternly at Alan.  “Is your client in breach of his obligations?”
“Not as of yesterday afternoon, your Honor.”  Alan said the whole thing while releasing an audible sigh.  “I have a letter from First Federal, the Mortgagor, confirming that Mr. Lewis paid them in cash yesterday promptly after receiving a substantial payment for a project he had been involved with for quite some time.  The letter confirms that the account is current and secure."
“Furthermore, your Honor,”  Alan was now showing irritation, “Upon receiving notice of this complaint I immediately contacted Attorney LaFleur to inform him that Mr. Lewis had everything under control, the bank was not initiating foreclosure and there was no need to waste the court’s time with these frivolous charges.  I further …”
“Frivolous charges!”  Interrupted LaFleur.  “My client’s very welfare is at stake, her home and property are subject to bank seizure.  Mr. Lewis is displaying open defiance of this court’s order, and Mr. Levine thinks that to be frivolous?”
He was indignant.  
“As I was saying,” Alan calmly went on.  “This letter was sent to Mr. LaFleur’s office, both by mail as well as a facsimile transmission.  This was all done the very next day after my being notified of this action and two days before this hearing.  Your Honor, it is my opinion that this action is unconscionable and frivolous on Mr. LaFleur’s part.”
“Mr. Lewis had fallen behind three months, your Honor!”  LaFleur was fast.  Not a moment passed from the last sound out of Alan’s mouth to the first syllable out of his.  “My guess is that Mr. Lewis keeps pushing the limits to see what he can get away with in this court.  He certainly came up with a tidy sum of money quickly once we blew the whistle on him.”
LaFleur’s eyes looked down, he was very satisfied with himself. 
“My client is a professional designer.”  Alan felt obliged to respond.  “His paychecks come from fees which are typically structured over extended periods of time.  Since he left the marriage with virtually no savings, it’s not always possible for him to pay every bill on time.  These last few months have been full of pressures for Mr. Lewis as he’s had to put off virtually all of his bills until he received a large fee just yesterday.  Furthermore, when Mr. Lewis received his fee, the mortgage at First Federal was the very first bill he paid.  He no sooner had the check in his hand than he was on his way to the bank.”
Judge Santos handled a hundred cases a month, but what he remembered of this one was an impression of a husband seemingly hiding assets.  This embittered Santos and he wasn’t about to be duped by some amateur con-man who thought he was above this court.
“So, until yesterday afternoon, and certainly at the time that Mr. LaFleur filed on this contempt action,” Santos was interjecting, “your client was indeed in contempt of this court’s order?”
“Technically, yes.  But he…”
“Even his own attorney has to admit it, your Honor,” interrupted LaFleur, ecstatic now.
“But my client acted prudently and in good faith, your Honor.  The facts stand for themselves.”
LaFleur didn’t miss a beat.  “That’s my argument, your Honor.  The facts speak for themselves and there are two distinct facts.  One, Mr. Lewis withheld payments obligated by this court and, two, there were means to keep up with the obligation, being the well known and successful professional that he is.”
“What means?”  Alan was frustrated.  “My client is broke!  He's been financially ruined by the unfair burden of this settlement.”
The Judge interjected:  “Mr. LaFleur makes an interesting point in that he came up with the money pretty quickly once the complaint was filed.  As I recall, that’s not the first time he’s saved the day in the nick of time.”
“Your Honor,” protested Alan, “Are you going to castigate my client because he’s lucky?  I know his situation very well and I had my own doubts as to whether he was going to make this payment, but he hung in there and did it.  Are you going to hold that kind of tenacity and good luck against him?”
The judge wasn't impressed.  “If Mr. Lewis is so close to the edge when it comes to his financial life, then he is placing Mrs. Cochrane in jeopardy.  The court has to look at the whole picture and rule accordingly.”
“With all due respect, your Honor,” and Alan knew he was taking a chance on this one, “ the ‘whole picture’ would have to take into consideration the emotional effect this divorce has had on my client as well as the lopsided split of assets that we have been contending from the beginning concerning which we have filed a ‘Motion to Modify’.”
“Well, that’s not before me right now.”  The judge knew where to draw the line.  “An issue of contempt is before me now and unless you’re able to tell me something that I don’t know in the next minute, I’ll be making a finding of civil contempt.  Now is there anything else?”
LaFleur knew enough to keep quiet even though he was salivating to be heard again.  Alan sighed, trying to think fast.  
“I stand by my belief that contempt, civil or criminal, has not taken place.  But if the court disagrees, then I respectfully want to address the issue of jail, since Mr. LaFleur has made it clear that he is pressing for this.”
“There will be no jail, Mr. Levine.”  Judge Santos wanted to expedite matters so he took charge.  He went on, “Let me address the defendant, Mr. Lewis, directly.”  He turned slightly to face Rich.  
“Mr. Lewis, I find you to be in civil contempt of this court’s order and direct that a finding of ‘guilty’ be entered on this matter.  There would have been jail time had you not purged yourself of this charge by bringing the mortgage current before coming here today.  Let there be no doubt that if you appear before me on this matter again and your payments aren't current, I will find you in contempt and put you in jail.  I don’t like to do that, but I will.”
“Now, because you have been found to be in contempt, I further order you to pay restitution of fees.  Counselor LaFleur, what are your charges at on this matter?”
“Three thousand, five hundred, your Honor.”  Somebody should scrape him off the ceiling.  He was just too high with the ruling obviously going his way.
The judge did what almost looked like a double take.  Out of respect, he held his tongue and put his head down for a quick moment.
“All right, well, I’ll have to approve of them first, of course.”  That was a surprise coming from Santos.  “Submit your charges to my office for me to examine and the defendant shall be notified by mail as to the amount owed.  Mr. Lewis, these charges will have to be paid within thirty days.  Do you have a problem with that?”
Does Rich have a problem with that?  His lips began to form the words…
“That will be fine.”  Alan knew to interject
“Then let the order be entered.”  Judge Santos to the Court Clerk.  “Is there anything else then?”
Now normally at this point, both attorney’s would bow out gracefully with the winner thanking the judge, then both quietly make their exit.  Normally.
		___________________
 
“Yes there is your Honor.”  Alan spoke confidently, LaFleur taken by surprise.
“I realize this is a little unconventional, but upon reviewing the documents that were submitted by the plaintiff during the discovery period for this action, I’ve come across some apparent discrepancies.”
“Your Honor!”  Shouted LaFleur in disbelief.  He needed to make a showing of outrage. 
Santos raised his hand to calm him down and then cast a hard grimace to Alan.  He motioned for him to continue, with a look of, “This better be good.”
“The fact that we never received all of the discovery documents requested and were …”
“Objection!”  LaFleur screamed.
“This matter is not before me,” Santos went on, “and besides, it’s a closed docket.  I’ll sustain that objection.”
Alan wasn’t easily deterred, especially in a matter of fraudulent discovery practices.  Little in law was as sacred as rules of discovery.  It formed the basis of all that could be fair and just through the remainder of the legal process and playing fast and loose with it would jeopardize the entire case.  A judge had some leeway in how they ran their court and if they began to suspect foul play in the discovery stage, amazing things could happen.
“I’ve already filed a Motion to Modify, scheduled for early July.  But in preparation I would ask the court’s support in helping us to obtain what we had every right to from the beginning.”
“This objection was not raised at the trial.”  LaFleur needed to press.
“To the contrary,” Alan countered.  “It’s in the transcript,” holding up a stack about an inch thick, “but the objections were ignored - twice.  In addition, evidence has surfaced that I am not at this time prepared to argue, but which I intend to introduce at a future hearing.  Your Honor, this new evidence will put an entirely different light on the equity of this settlement.”
“Objection!  Your Honor!”
Santos raised his hand as if to hold LaFleur in abeyance.  “I can’t have you making issues of points that have already been fully adjudicated.  Mr. Levine, you know the rules of evidence perhaps better than anyone in this room including me.”
“My client almost went to jail today.  I think he’s entitled to a little consideration.”
“Nevertheless,” Santos was obviously bringing the matter to a conclusion, “You’ve filed for modification, until then this court will not entertain any colloquy on matters before their time.  I will conclude by cautioning Mr. LaFleur to cooperate with the production of any meaningful records that Mr. Levine requests.  If you have nothing to hide, there’s no reason not to.  If there is something to hide, all the more reason to,” looking at them threateningly.  “We are dismissed.”
The crack of the gavel brought them all to attention.  As Santos exited he was mulling over what Levine had just said.  For the first time since this matter came before him, he was beginning to have doubts as to Debbie’s character.
		____________________
 
The four filed out of the courtroom in an almost military manner.  Rich observed Debbie taking jewelry out of her purse as they moved swiftly down the hallway, putting it on as quickly as possible.  She was headed for the ladies room where she would paint on mascara and lipstick.  Life would then return to normal for her.
As Rich and Alan passed down the hallway, Alan was reassuring his client how wonderfully it all went.
“So we avoided jail.  But you see that Santos was ready.  I knew he had it in him.”
Rich couldn’t care less.  Knowing that he had to write a check to LaFleur upset him far more. 
“And, I’ll bet we got Santos thinking.”  Alan was truly relieved and optimistic.  “There has to be some seed of doubt planted.”
Rich was glad to be leaving this nightmarish place. 
		____________________
 
Rich and Alan stopped at the end of the walkway before the sidewalk.  Alan put his hand on Rich’s shoulder, looking puzzled and frayed.  
“What was all that about Bartelli’s money?”
“Alan, you should know.”  Rich felt bad, remembering the innocent Asian killed.  Now Alan’s life may be endangered.  “I’m sure the money came from Bartelli’s organization.  Whether it’s his or the Organization's, I’m convinced he’s on the hook for it.”
Alan didn’t miss the import. “So I guess I’m involved after all,” Alan admitted. “I don’t doubt you, Rich.  Everything you’ve said makes sense.”
They looked at each other with as much empathy as either had ever felt for anyone.  A brotherhood was definitely forming.
Alan continued, “You know, I’ve thought about your situation a lot lately.  What you did in taking the money wasn’t legally correct, but who can blame you?  You’re not an attorney, and even so, most attorneys I know would have done the same thing.  And you’re right, you really can’t come forward now.”  He paused momentarily before adding, “Just like I can’t.”
“I’m sorry Alan.  I never meant to implicate you.”
Alan waved it off.  He not only understood, but at this point, he was rooting for Rich.  
They lamented their situation for a while, wishing they had a beer to cry in.  As they were about to split for the day, Rich put into motion another piece.  A piece that was not without risk, but Rich had discovered a newfound confidence in his plan and his ability to execute it.  What he was about to ask of Alan would have seemed insane to him at any other time.
“Alan, I need you to do me a favor.”
Alan reacted suspiciously.
“You say Carlo Bartelli loves snatching up real estate deals.  Do you have any land you can sell him right now?”
“There’s always land to sell.  What are you getting at?”
“I need you to call him today.  Tell him there’s a parcel of land, any piece you can come up with, that may be available for a song, but that he’ll have to move fast when it’s ready.”
Alan was a puzzled.  “Well, I have land to sell, but nothing at a bargain basement rate.”
“Alan,” Rich implored, “Take any piece that you can close on and offer it at twenty or thirty percent of its value.  I promise, I’ll make up the difference personally.”
“With the money that I’m thinking of?”  Alan could see it coming.  “Then I’d really be in deep stuff.”
“I’ll get clean money.  I’ll have at least twenty thousand from the Wellington’s, I could…”
Alan stopped him.  “I’m already implicated, don’t worry.”
The money source was the least of Alan’s concerns.  Toying with Carlo Bartelli, that was a mega-concern.  But Rich was up to something and if Alan owed anyone a break, it was Rich. 
“If I can pull this off,” Alan offered, “we’ll straighten out the details about payment later.  But Rich, why are you doing this?”
Alan sensed it was a useless question, and maybe he would be better off not knowing.  As crazy a proposition as this seemed, was it any crazier than Rich staying with Alan after Alan had messed up the settlement so badly?  Trust begets trust.  
“I can’t say just yet.  But I need you to call Bartelli, set him up by telling him there’s at least one other interested buyer, and if and when the time comes he’ll have to move fast.  Maybe within hours.  Can you do that?”
“No problem.  I’ll call him this afternoon.”  Alan would do just about anything for Rich by now.
“And one more thing.”  Rich knew this would raise questions, but it would be explained later.  “Mention to Bartelli that the other interested party is Tom Cochrane.  Tell him he called you just this week looking for any good land deals because he was ready to buy.”
Alan was beginning to feel more like a real estate agent than an attorney, but the scenario was credible.  Cochrane would know that attorney’s could be one of the best sources for leads on properties before they become public knowledge.  As bizarre as it seemed, Alan was ready to help.  He stood there, uncharacteristically calm.  To the best of Alan’s recollection, this was the first time in his career that he fully trusted a client of his.
With acceptance indicated, Alan asked Rich if he needed a ride.  Rich thanked him but told him that he was parked just two blocks south.  They shook hands and departed.  Rich walked four blocks southeast.  To Freestones. 
 

CHAPTER 9
 
 
Thursday Afternoon
 
 
 
Debbie’s problems in court were as far from Tom Cochrane’s mind, as was the appointment at work that he was forgetting about at the moment, which he would simply blame on the office manager.  Tom was enjoying his lunch with a window view table at the Riverhouse Grille at the foot of the Padanaram Bridge.
From his vantage point he could take in a healthy panorama of the Padanaram Bridge and the Apponagansett Bay.  The harbor, teaming with sail boats and pleasure craft mixing among the working fishing boats and the quahoggers, dotted by hundreds of lobster trap markers, all made for an idyllic setting. 
Tom chose this table not for the view, but for the proximity to the next table where three bubbly and attractive young college girls were sitting. Tom enjoyed a good conversation.  Munching a lobster roll and raspberry iced tea, Tom listened in laughing along and throwing quick glances their way when appropriate.  
“Would you know what’s in a cosmopolitan?”  The brunette was asking.
“Vodka, cranberry juice, Cointreau and lime.”  Tom knows these things.  “And to be technical, it should be Ketel One.”  Vodka that is, but everyone in this crowd knew that.
“See, I told you,” the shorter blonde taunted.  They all had a laugh on the brunette who thought it was grenadine instead of cranberry juice, but she didn’t really care.
“Great drink,” offered Tom.
“Oh yeah, but do they ever sneak up on you!”  The taller blonde was rolling her eyes as the others were nodding in agreement.  It was obvious that they all had some kind of recent experience with the great cosmos.
“Oh, my head is still throbbing.”  So it was last night.
“Two aspirins before you start drinking.”  Tom was wise.  Old men usually are, and at thirty-four, he was old in this crowd.  “You didn’t know that trick?”
“No.  Two aspirins?  It works?”  The taller blonde.
“You’ll still get your buzz, but you usually won’t wake up with a head banger.  If you do, it won’t be bad.”  
“Where were you last night when we needed you?”  The shorter blonde was holding her head now too, evidently all of them having overdone it. 
Tom wouldn’t miss a beat.  “Well, if you had only called, I would have raced right over.  Where were you all?”
“Freestone’s.”  The brunette.
“Freestone’s!  I know the bartender.”  Though not as well as he had wished.
“The brunette?  Real friendly?”  Shorter blonde.
“That’s her.  Makes the best drinks around.”  Tom would know.
“Oh, she was great!”  They all agreed. “She was Portuguese, wasn’t she?”, the shorter blonde asked.
“Cape Verdean.”  The Portuguese brunette knew.  Though the two cultures were often considered related, nothing could be further from the truth nor goad either of the two more.
The chairs swiveled towards each other.  Tom was home free.  As they lamented the effects of too many cosmos, the tall blonde, the most statuesque of the group, complained, “Don’t know how I’ll make it to work tonight.”
Tom:  “Work!  What would that be?  I took you all to be college girls, maybe on vacation or something.”
Tall blonde:  “Oh we are. But I teach aerobics three or four evenings a week.”
Tom:  “Really!  Certified?”
Tall blonde:  “Most definitely.”
Tom:  “You girls local, or just visiting in this area?”
Tall blonde:  “Very local.  I live in Fairhaven, attend U.R.I.”
Tom:  “That’s interesting.  I was thinking of opening an aerobics studio on Route 6.  All I need to make it happen is a good manager.  Would that interest you? …”
			__________________
 
Rich had finished his lunch and was just sipping some no-name sparkling spring water with a lime. The crowd was thinning out so Gail was finding it easier to hang in his area and talk.
At the moment, Gail had engaged Tommy, a thirty-six year old Downes Syndrome afflicted regular, in a conversation with a Brown University professor who was sitting two stools down from him.  Tommy was laughing uncontrollably, obvious that this was one of his best moments.  The professor, initially slow to get involved and displaying subtle signs of discomfort, was by now enjoying the shtick about what Tommy’s little black book might be worth.  Gail was saying if they put it up for auction, the price would probably go off the scale.  The professor had taken out his wallet ready to bid.  Tommy was “The Man”.  As Gail left them to check on other patrons, the professor had loosened up enough so that the banter between him and Tommy continued.
Rich smiled at this precious gift Gail possessed.  It’s doubtful she even knew how valuable the gift was.  
Back to Rich now and in a more intimate tone, she picked up where they had left off, “So you designed that entire house!  You ought to be proud of yourself.  That’s one of the most impressive homes I’ve ever seen, especially in this area.”
“I’m glad they had the money to follow through on my suggestions.  Not everyone does.”  Rich was trying to down play his role.
“But, oh, that setting!  The way it just comes up on you out of nowhere!  I was driving with my roommate the first time I saw it, and whoa!  I had to stop the car and just gape.”
“The inside is just as impressive.  I could go on forever describing some of the details.  Like the moat.”
“The moat?”  Gail hit the words, sharp and emphatic. Two notes, like a reverse doorbell.
“Mmmm.  We tied into the water around the house and graded the land to form a small waterway.  Then we had it pass through the foundation and into the entryway.  As you come in, you enter the tiled atrium area, then you go over a slightly rounded bridge to the hallway.”  Rich was smiling proudly.  “It’s impressive.”
Rich was under her spell. Before he knew, without thinking it through though, his mouth was speaking.
“I’m invited to their housewarming party on Sunday.  Should be a nice gig - everyone who’s anyone should be there.  I could probably bring you as a guest.”
Her eyes froze wide on him.  Big smile.  Dimples. 
Gail shook her head with a girlish cutesiness and practically sang, “Okay!”  
“And I probably just set the record for asking you on a cheap date.”  It occurred to Rich that all he needed was gas money.  
“Oh, I can write the book on cheap dates.”  Gail laughed at the very thought.  “No, this will be nowhere near that.  Are you kidding?  A catered buffet at the Wellington’s?”  She threw her head back and rolled her eyes. 
“I don’t like dropping names, but a couple of celebrities and some senators will be there.”  He wasn’t bragging, but thought she should know what to expect.
“Oh.  Did the Wellington’s tell you that?”
“No, I saw a guest list on the counter when I was there a few weeks ago.  Very impressive.”  As Rich was saying this the names came back to him and he grew a little queasy.  He remembered seeing the name of Carlo Bartelli.  It meant nothing to him at the time, but now it did.  
“You know, Gail,” Rich thought he should broach this point for everyone’s good, “My divorce kicked me in the backside.  I don’t want to mislead you; I’m rebuilding my life.  I've struggled just making a living these last few years.  Don’t have much to offer at this point but trouble and worry.”
Gail scoffed and brushed it aside with a gesture of her hand and a blow of air like she was blowing away a fly.  Money didn’t impress her.
“Hey,” she said with a voice of authority, “You and I are going to have a good time.  So forget your problems, let’s enjoy Sunday.”  She knew just what he wanted to hear.
“Thanks.”  She had put him at ease.  Rich finished his water and said he had to get to Providence before the city closed.  She reminded him that she worked until one that night.  
			_________________
 
The phone rang at the Wellington’s as John Wellington was returning to his deck chair, vodka and tonic refreshed.  He picked up the phone.
“Hello” he spoke quietly.  “Who?”
Anne picked up the extension from the living room and cut in, “I have it John.  You can hang up now.”  
John hung up, still half smiling, never recognizing who had called, and settled in to his deck chair facing the open Atlantic.
“Hello Richard,” Anne spoke.  “Yes, yes, the tile and wallcovering both arrived and the installers are working around each other.  They have a lot to do by tomorrow, I hope they make it.”
“They will Mrs. Wellington,” Rich assured her.  
“Well, it just looks like so much work to me.  Did you hear about the Caswells, Richard?”
“Yes, I think I did,” faking it, “but I don’t have time to get into that.  Terrible thing though.”
“I’ll say,” Anne responded.  Evidently Rich guessed right.
“The reason I’m calling, Mrs. Wellington, is to ask if it would be all right to bring a guest on Sunday?”
“Oh, why certainly Richard.”  Anne was a very gracious person and Rich had anticipated no trouble at all.  “We would love to meet her.”  Anne was a throwback to the days when a man would naturally mean that he was bringing a woman.
“Well, I appreciate that very much and I’ll look forward to seeing you then.”  Richard was ready to hang up.
“Yes, well did you know that the Dover Sole is not going to be available?  There are some local fish that might do as well, but…”
“Mrs. Wellington, I’m getting out of range.  We’re breaking up, but thank you.  Thank you very much.”  Rich smiled and pushed “end”.  The Wellington’s were all right in his book.
		__________________
 
It was two thirty when Alan Levine finished up with his afternoon appointment.  Calling to Marge, Alan pressed the intercom button on his phone.
“Marge, try getting me Carlo Bartelli, please?”
“Yes, Mr. Levine.”  Thirty seven years and it’s still “Mr. Levine.”  Only the two of them in the office, yet rules of decorum are strictly followed.
About three minutes passed and Carlo’s rough voice crackled on Alan’s speakerphone, “Alan.  What’s up?”
Alan picked up.   “Carlo, sorry to disturb you, but something’s come up that might be of interest to you.”
“I’m listening.”
“It’s a little land deal out in Russell’s Mills.  Some farm land that has great potential.  Anyway, a client of mine may need to ditch it, and real low.”
Carlo was attentive.  The only thing he loved more than buying land was buying land low.  It was the only honest way Carlo had ever made a dollar in his life, even if some of them were forced.
“Well,” Carlo spoke softly, “You know I love a good land deal.  What are we talking?”
“Nothing’s firm right now, Carlo.”  Past the first hurdle, Alan thought.  “But if it happens, it will happen soon and you’ll have to move fast.  I mean real fast, like maybe with only a few hours notice.”
“That’s a strange one.  What’s with it?”  Carlo was puzzled.
“Well, I’m not at liberty to disclose details or who my clients are, but they’re sitting on a small parcel that’s been in their family since dirt was made.  They want to unload it quickly for confidential reasons.  But first, a couple of other things have to fall into place, so officially, it’s not on the market.”  Alan was making it up as he went, a new experience for him.  “So if these other matters iron out, and I think they will, the parcel will go on the market and go fast.  But I can call you before it becomes public.”
“I like those words.  But how much we talkin?”  Carlo had recently lost a substantial sum.
“Standard appraisal, probably around two fifty.  But, and I know you’ll buy me a drink on this one; they’d let it go for around one eighty!  If it could be done that day.”
“That’s pretty fast.  Is that possible on your end?”
Alan really had him going!  He had surprised himself.  He’d worry about the consequences later.
“Oh, my end is the easy end.  I’ve already begun the paperwork, searches and all that.  We’ll be ready.”
Carlo mulled this over.  One eighty in immediate funds.  That normally wasn’t much of a problem, but in Carlo’s world, it wasn’t money that was power, it was money on hand that was power.  Maybe he should let this one go.  There would be other deals.
“Oh, I should tell you, there is one other buyer that’s ready to go.”
Forget letting this one go.  Carlo doesn’t lose very easily.
“Oh, I’ll be ready.  Who’s the other buyer?”
“You remember bumping into Rich Lewis yesterday at Freestone’s?”
“Sure,” Carlo responded, thinking about the little weasel.  Who does he think he is, trying to ace Carlo Bartelli out of a land deal?  The little grunt, he thought to himself. 
“Well, it’s not Rich,” Alan said, “It’s his ex-wife and her husband.  You know the Cochranes?”  
What weasels, those Cochranes!  Rich was back in his favor.  Now it was the Cochranes he hated.  Carlo grimaced and wanted to spit.  Those low-life Cochranes!
“Yeah, yeah.  I know Debbie pretty well,” controlling himself.  “She did some work for me on my house, or, you know, her company did.” 
“Well,” Alan continued, “Just a few days ago, Tom called me to ask me to keep an eye out for him on any good land deals.  He’s in real estate, you know.”
“No, no.  Had no idea.”  Carlo was hating this guy more by the second.  What was he trying to pull?  Big-shot real estate man.  Carlo had probably bought and sold more property in his life than Tom could ever dream of, and Carlo just did it as a hobby.
“Well, he’s just an agent, to my knowledge he’s never been a buyer.  All of a sudden, he and his wife want to buy.”  Now for the big set-up, hoping this is what Rich had in mind: “Said anything, any size, they wanted to buy!  Imagine that.  Like suddenly they can buy anything.”  
“Well, you gonna tell me first, right?”  Carlo’s mood changed very fast. 
“Absolutely.  That’s why I’m calling you.”  Alan continued, “I want to make sure you can move on a moment’s notice.” 
“Sure, sure.  I’ll be ready.”  Carlo wouldn’t let this one get away now.  “Any idea when?”
“Within days, I imagine.”  Alan was so confident, believing in himself.  “I’ll call you.  You'll be around?”
“Let me give you my cell phone number.  Don’t give it out to nobody.”  And he meant that.
They hung up knowing they would be in touch very soon.  Any time, day or night, Carlo would be ready. Alan was pleased with himself.  He didn’t know why, but he knew it meant a lot to Rich and it was about time that he could start coming through for him.  Now, he had to take care of other pressing matters for him.  He pushed the intercom again.  
“Marge, who are we using for private investigation now? Anyone that knows Padanaram and Newport?  Good at financials.”
Marge replied, “I’m not sure.  Let me look into the files.”
“When you find out, place the call and relay it to me.  I’ll hang around until I can talk to them.”
		_________________
 
Carlo hung up and went back outside to his bocce’ game.  He was glad for the news.  It was going to be a good deal.
But something was gnawing at him.  The kid, Tom Cochrane, had better not try to take any deals away from him down the road.  Who does he think he is, trying to get into land right in Carlo’s backyard, and why all of a sudden?  Debbie was the one with the money from what he saw.  Did Debbie have so much that she could start investing in serious land?
Carlo threw his bocce’ ball and it went sailing way too far, bouncing out of the court and over the cliff edge to the sea.  He was in a fit. 
		____________________		
 
Thames Street, in Newport, never saw such a spectacle.  Debbie’s slate blue Mercedes SL600, honking and blaring in an attempt to clear bumper to bumper traffic on a road that had exceeded its capacity fifty years ago.  On this perfectly sunny summer afternoon the clear blue skies drew droves of tourists from the restaurants and shops.  Having the top down allowed Debbie to communicate freely with the countless pedestrians, sending expletives generously through the air, laying on the horn if she got blocked.  When the horn failed to do the job, Debbie aimed her roadster for the sidewalk, scattering out-of-towners like a bag of beads bursting on a hard tiled floor. As she came up to a pole or sign, she’d attempt to wedge in between them and the buildings, but soon figured that would never work.  So, repeating the blaring horn method, she’d change direction and aim toward the street again, forcing cars up on the opposite sidewalk.  Who would have ever thought it would actually work?  But it did, and Debbie made continual, spectacular progress down to her gallery where she buzzed into the alley scattering two families who would have preferred remaining closer together.  
She parked in the spot meant for her neighbor’s store as both of her spaces were taken up. She keyed the offending cars as she passed by and got out her last expletive as she kicked an old cat crossing her path.
“Jules, keep a watch on things for a while more.  I’ve got a call to make.”
She laid in as soon as he was on the line.  “Bob,” LaFleur, that is.  “What are they up to?”
“Calm down Debbie.  They’re just blowing steam.”  LaFleur loved this kind of action.  The hours he could bill out in a situation like this were just incredible!  “They had a lot on the line today, and as you saw, Richey boy almost went to the slammer.  They had to blow some smoke.  That’s how desperate lawyers defend their losing clients.”
“Levine didn’t seem to be blowing smoke to me.  He had records and documents, he was holding them up.”
“We don’t know what he had.  He might have been holding up his last years American Express bills for all we know.”  LaFleur knew better but he had to allay fears.
“Bob, the settlement is over and I did all right for myself.  But you keep pushing him and pushing him.  I knew something like this would happen.”  Debbie was beside herself, visibly shaking and reaching for some pills.  “I asked you not to push.  Now he's getting desparate.”
“If we didn’t stay on him, he probably wouldn’t be paying your mortgage, then the bank wouldn’t be so understanding and where would you be?”  
“So what do you think Levine was getting at?  What did he mean, ‘they didn’t get all of the records’ that they requested.  Are they missing something?”
LaFleur had never actually spelled it out for her, but he may as well.
“They kept asking for your ’97 returns.  At first I thought it was a joint return and that they already had it.  When I finally realized you had filed individually for the first time that year, it was a little late to get to them.”  Then he thought he better add the real reason.  “Besides, you had quite a bit of income from some of the things you had sold off.  And the interest on savings and gains on investments you reported were a dead giveaway to the size of some of your accounts.  Believe me, it was for your good.”
“Well, what if Santos makes a big deal of it next time?  What kind of worms will be in that can?”
LaFleur took a deep breath and sat back in his leather high-back.  It was Debbie that had done all the misdeeds.  She was the one that hadn’t disclosed all of her assets or reported all her income.  The most he had done was not provide one tax return, a mistake that could be easily remedied.  
“Don’t worry Debbie.  So far, everything has gone our way.  Santos didn’t seem very moved by Levine’s antics today.  Just let it play out.”
She downed her pills and waited for them to kick in.
“Listen, Debbie,” he said, much slower paced now, “Levine has an almost impossible job.  First he’s got to get Santos to even listen.  Santos has it in for Rich, plus he hates to go over ground already covered.  He won’t be easily persuaded to retrace his steps over past financials.  Levine had plenty of opportunity to address this when he was supposed to.”
“Levine was in La-La Land when we had the hearing.  I think he woke up and now he scares me.”  
“Look, do you know how hard it will be for him to get anything solid on you?  We can’t even find out when the mortgage is paid or isn’t, and we know who his bank is for crying out loud.  Now, imagine trying to find out something like that if you didn’t know the bank!  Well, that’s what they’re up against.”
Debbie just didn’t know.  LaFleur made sense, but Levine was sharp and had a reputation far beyond the level of what LaFleur had earned for himself.  They agreed to talk again next week.  If anything came up, LaFleur would call, day or night.  For the umpteenth time he assured her of his deep and most sincere concern for her welfare.  As they hung up he noted his phone timer:  .8 hours.  But rounded off, because Debbie didn’t have a timer, that would be one hour, or one hundred and eighty dollars.
Debbie hung up her phone, clicked her stopwatch, jotted down .8 hrs., composed herself and stepped out of her office.
“Jules, I’m all set now, thanks.  Tomorrow then?”
		_________________
 
Alan Levine seldom stayed in his office later than three.  Here it was already past four thirty, but he felt obliged to help Rich in any way.  Marge finally paged him.
“Alan, I have a Jim Phillips on the line.  He owns the ‘I.C.U. Private Investigating Firm’ and has done some work for us in the past.”
Alan pushed his leather chair back over to the phone and picked up rolling to a stop.
“Thanks a load, Marge.”  He pushed the phone button. “Mr. Phillips, hello.  This is Alan Levine.”
“Hi Alan.  Been a long time.”
“Yes, yes.  It certainly has.”  Alan didn’t have a clue.  “So how have you been?”
“Good.  Getting along just great.  You know Jimmy’s big now, you wouldn’t recognize him.”
That’s for sure.  “Jimmy!  Really, well that’s great to hear.  Listen, Mr. Phillips…”
“… Jim.”
“Yes, all right, Jim.”  So Jimmy must be little Jim.  But he’s big now and not too recognizable from whenever.  “Jim, how are you at tracking financial records, bank accounts, maybe even tax returns?”
“You know, Al,” sure, call me Al, Jim, “that used to be an area that I avoided at all costs.  But now that I’m getting up in years, (he’s 34) I can’t take all the crawling and climbing that I used to for all that camera and binocular work.  So a couple years ago, I went back for some training in just that kind of work.  Been doing quite a bit of it for the last year or so.”
They offer classes on that?  “Well, that’s good to hear, Jim.”
“Yeah.  I’m tied in on my computer and can do seventy, eighty percent right from my chair here.”
“Good.  Well, the situation here is that I’d like to check back as much as nine years on a certain person, ex-wife of a client of mine, and get to know what her financials look like.”  
“Shouldn’t be too hard,” Jim was confident, “unless she hides funds off-shore.  That could be a bugger for anyone.  What’s your outside?”
Alan wondered.  “My outside?”
“Your outer limit.  You know, how much do you want to spend?”
“Oh,” why didn’t he know that?  “Well, actually, I have no idea.  What do you charge nowadays?”
“I get three hundred a day.  That’s a six-hour day on the clock, but whatever extra hours I put in to mulling things over and figuring new angles is thrown in.  Plus expenses.  I don’t think you’ll get more for less anywhere.”
“Sounds very fair.  What about tax returns?  If we can’t obtain what we need through the court, do you have connections?”  Alan knew he was on thin ice by going here, but Jim was a no nonsense kind of guy. 
“I’ve always gotten what I needed.  I know the places to go and when to go there.”
“If it works, that’s all we care about.”
“Well, I’m your man.  Again, what’s your outside?”
“Well, I don’t know what to say.  What am I expecting to pay?  Maybe three, four thousand.  Does that sound fair?”
“It’s a good start, but who knows, we might be able to do it all for that.”
“What’s your time like?”  Alan knew virtually any price can be met, but could Jim work fast enough?  
“I’m ready.  We hang up, I hit the ground running.”  Jim hadn’t worked for three weeks.
“Well then,” Alan settled in, comfortable that he found his man, “let me fill you in and you can get started.”
Alan briefed him and Jim outlined a plan of attack promising to be back in touch by mid-week, if not sooner
“Too bad that I contacted you so late in the week.  I guess you’ll have to wait until Monday to really get going.”
Jim smiled at Alan’s naiveté.  “This is the age of computers, electronic banking, the Internet.  Like I said, seventy, eighty percent gets done right here from my chair.  And as for tax returns, the weekends are best!  You know, weekend crews, cleaning crews, security crews.”
Alan wished he hadn’t heard that.
		___________________
 
Heading east on Route 195, Rich started seriously pondering his situation with Gail.  With flashes of the recent killings, he knew he had better be careful.  Now he’s got her coming with him Sunday.  Just how much would he involve her?  It would be best to keep his distance, but there was something about Gail that made that hard 
Maybe he should back out cleanly.  Make an excuse, tell Gail that Anne Wellington wouldn’t be able to fit Gail in as a guest on Sunday.  As he exited 195, five minutes from Freestone’s, he considered his dilemma. 
		___________________
 
It was clambake night, so Rich skipped the martinis and kept the Sam Adams coming through all four courses.  It thinned the butter he figured.  Gail would pick at his clams and lobster whenever she had a break, but it was hopping tonight.  Rich got to eat almost all of it, which she quickly noticed on her return.
“What?  You didn’t leave me another clam?”
Rich looked at his plate and thought of a dozen good lines. For guys.  Not lines you’d use on Gail.
“I’m sorry.”  It was the best he could muster.
Gail frowned and swatted at the air.  She was only kidding.  But her eyes remained in a half squint as they stayed fixed on Rich’s.  She was losing an edge too, like maybe she didn’t know quite what to say, a new experience for Gail.  
“Desert?” she asked.
“No, I’ll pass tonight.”  Then, after thinking, “Well, yeah, maybe one more?” holding his empty mug.
If he were going to tell her, this would be the time.  
“Gail.”  He was going for it.  “About Sunday.”
“Yes,” she drawled slowly, knowing full well something more was coming.
“I won’t be taking you away from work?”
“Thank goodness for weekend help!  Sunday’s my day off.”  She smiled, flashing her dimples.  Rich's knees began to weaken along with his will.
 “You sure?  It will last all afternoon, maybe longer.  And I’ll be kibitzing with some magazine editors and whatnot.  I'll probably be neglecting you.”
“What!  Am I getting stood up already?”  She said it loud enough for the whole room to hear.  It was a mock disdain, and she played it well.  “You just made the date a few hours ago and you’re standing me up already?”  Several octaves higher, she obviously wanted to go.  There would be no getting out, not if Rich wanted to leave a whole man.  The attention of the entire room was centered on him now, poised as the man standing Gail up.  If he didn’t change his mind, the crowd would get restless.  They weren’t about to let Gail get hurt.
“I’m just checking.”  Rich was bailing out, but glad to do so.  “I thought maybe you just accepted to make me feel good.”  The whole bar breathed a sigh of relief, as they were all glad that the dufus standing Gail up came to his senses.  Rich would walk away tonight.
 

CHAPTER 10
 
 
Friday
 
 
 
The alarm blared at 4:00.  Although he'd made it home somewhat earlier, he hardly slept because another surprise had awaited Rich when he got home.  A surprise that he’d take to Alan, hoping he'd gotten a good night’s sleep.
Today, he would have his latte’.  He fired up his Pavoni and began his morning ritual of grinding fresh espresso beans, steaming milk and pressing the ethereal concoction.  He mixed everything into his Starbuck’s stainless steel thermal travel mug thinking he should have been born Italian.
He arrived on Potomska Road twenty minutes ahead of schedule.  He chugged down the last three sips from his Starbuck’s stainless steel thermal travel mug and exited his car to see what would unfold.
There were no surprises.  Within two minutes of yesterdays arrival time, Tom’s Porsche could be heard almost a mile away in the still of the morning.  He pulled up to the exact spot he had come to yesterday, got out, stretched, pulled, pushed and warmed up for his run.  Then he was off.  Rich scanned the site.  Everything was fine for his plan.
After hearing Joseph and Mary go off for the second time, Rich piled back into his Explorer and headed straight to Alan's.  It was 6:00.
		_________________
 
“I’m on the lam!”
Rich got the words out as Alan was opening his front door, surprised that someone would have the nerve to be ringing his bell at such an ungodly hour.  He was also surprised that someone would use the front door.  But when he saw it was Rich, he opened the door wide.
“You’re on the lam?”  Alan was still in a stupor.  “What do you mean?”
“Mass. Electric.  On a check fraud thing.  I got home late last night and there was this notice from a constable on my door.”  Rich handed Alan the warrant for failure to appear in Taunton Probate Court.  About the same time that he was getting his tail waxed in front of Judge Santos in New Bedford, he had been ordered to appear in Taunton on this other charge. 
Alan read the warrant in detail, his hair looking like Alfred E. Newman’s, but otherwise quite dapper in his navy blue silk robe and doeskin slippers.  
Rich continued, “So many things happened this week, I completely forgot about this thing.  My check for the electricity bounced.  Twice.  They issued a summons and I was supposed to be in Taunton yesterday.  I just forgot!”
Alan was relieved.  It was nothing, just a few phone calls that would need to be placed.
“Rich don’t worry.  We can handle this it’s no problem.  Can you pay this thing today?”
“Alan, I’m heading to New York.  I’ll be gone all day.  But the money’s no problem, you know that.”  Alan didn’t put his hands up this time. 
Alan stroked his chin as he walked backwards to his leather stuffed chair, still reading.  He sat down and motioned for Rich to do the same.
“Let me make a few calls and I’m sure you’ll be all right by the time you return.”  Alan was glad to help.  “I’ve got your cell phone number, I’ll call you if there are any problems.”  Then the real surprise, “If they can’t wait until Monday for funds, I’ll advance them.  I know you’re good for it… and then some.”  
Rich was floored.  He had known Alan for ten years or more, and he never put up his own funds to help a client.  
“Alan, thanks.  The tab’s only $369, plus whatever fines or penalties the court adds.  Here’s a thousand to cover it all.  Put the balance toward my account.”
Alan stared dazedly at the thousand.  Was Rich going to go through life now handing out thousand dollar bills for every problem?  But he was also rewarded.  For the first time in his life he had offered to float a loan to a client and here he was getting it paid back before he even made it!
 “One other thing,” Alan said.  “I took care of Bartelli yesterday.  Did just like said, told him to be ready for a great land deal but that he’d have to move fast.  He even gave me his cell number!” Then, lowering his voice two octaves to imitate Carlo, “But I can’t give it to no one.”
“So, you think he’ll go for it?  Rush out to sign the deal on a moment’s notice?”  
“For the deal I offered, he’d get on a plane to sign.”  Alan saying that in reference to a well published fact that Carlo feared flying and would never step on an airplane.
“Great.”  Rich was truly thankful.  Perhaps that one favor made up for any damage that might have been done in his divorce.  “How about the Cochrane name.  Were you able to drop it?”
Alan shook his head proudly.  “Mission accomplished.  That might have been a brilliant idea too.  I sensed just a little reluctance in his voice about the deal.  But once I mentioned that the Cochrane’s wanted to buy, Carlo was in and in solid.
“Rich, I don’t know what you’re up to.”  Alan was looking fatherly, but it wasn’t a put-on.  “But be very careful in what you do with Carlo Bartelli.  I’ve only seen his good side, but I don’t doubt for a minute that he has a bad one.  And no one wants to see that,” he shuddered, “No one.”
Rich somberly acknowledged the situation.  Then Alan shooed Rich away so he might return to his bed.  As Rich rose to leave, Megan appeared at the end of the hallway holding her Barney doll and rolling her big eyes toward her grandfather, ready to play.  Alan wouldn’t be returning to bed that morning.
Rich was relieved by the morning’s events as he pulled out of Alan’s driveway.  Heading down Smith Neck Road, the Padanaram Bridge shone brightly on the horizon and the Village glistened to the right, sprawled out across the sparkling blue Apponagansett water.   The day was starting flawlessly.  Rich again wished he had purchased the Z-3 as he headed for the Big Apple.
		_________________
 
Two Dunkin Donut boxes lay on Captain Hernandes desk, well picked over with only the plain and lemon donuts left.  Tony Hernandes had begun the custom of bringing two boxes each morning when he found out the absentees seemed tied up at the Dunkin Donut in town, so if Mohammed wouldn’t go to the mountain, Tony could figure out the rest.  The briefing was over and he had asked three officers to remain.
“Neither Westport, New Bedford or Fall River are really helping me on this.”  Tony was referring to the dead-ends he kept running into with all three police departments whenever he would call for information on the bodies found in their respective cities.  “They all say that because we don’t have jurisdiction, I should read about it in the papers.”
“I thought Jack was a good friend of yours.  Even he won’t help?”  Jane Humbolt.
“Nah.  He was trying to help at first but since everything seems to be mob connected, even NBPD isn’t on the inside track.  Fed’s came down and practically took it away from them, except for the public image.”
“Why would they link the Fall River slaying?" Bill Ryan asked.  "Fernandes was just an honest immigrant family man!”  
“Fernandes body was found in an old warehouse that’s owned by Carlo Bartelli,” Tony answered. “He was tortured in a mob style fashion.  But I’m glad the Feds are tying them together.  Pretty sharp of them.”
“Have you contacted the Feds?”
Everyone smirked at Jane for asking such a thing and several groans were evoked.
“I know, I know.  Sounds like a dumb question, but have you?  You guys ever hear about moods?  Or luck?  You might just hit it right.”  Jane brought the women’s perspective to the table. 
There was a pause, each man looking to the other for any signs of acceptance of such feminine logic.  It would only take one of them to break and the others would follow.  
“I might give it a try later.”  Tony condescended and the others immediately approved.  
Jane was probably the closest to the situation, having been with Tony at the scene out at Horseneck Beach.  
“What connections do you see?  Where do you think this can go?” she asked.
“I don’t know.  All victims in one way or another crossed paths with the mob, not by choice for the Filipino, but he ended up where he ended up.”  Tony had this gut feeling that wouldn’t leave. The more he relied on his gut, the more cases he was able to help solve.  “Somehow, I think the Dartmouth area is involved.  Or will be.  It all happened all around us.”
“Three days, three incidents, four bodies,” Steve offered.  “It could just be one big coincidence, but it did all happened in only three days.”  
“There's one thing that I’ll share.”  Tony took out one of the photos and flipped it on his desk for all to view..  Maybe one of them would be able to make more sense of it if they knew exactly where he was coming from.  “What do you see?” he asked.  “Anything?”
They all craned their necks, studying the Kodak from different angles.  Each wanted to see something.  Each wanted to be the sleuth Tony was thought to be.  Each wanted to outdo the other.  Each had to say no.
Tony didn’t want to point it out.  If they didn’t find it on their own, what good would it be?  But if he could get just one of them to see, to believe…
“Nothing incongruous?  Nothing out of place?”  He gave them more time.
Jane thought she saw it.  “The pattern of stones?”
“What pattern?”
“Where?”
“What do you mean?”
It wasn’t much of a pattern.  Just about a half dozen golf ball size stones that happened to form a crescent, kind of.  Nothing more than a random chance happening of any number of geometric shapes that happens when rocks are scattered naturally, randomly.
“I Just don’t see it.”  Steve was out, he was stretching, putting an obvious end to his concentration.
Bill was out next, shrugging his shoulders and flipping his hands in an “I’ve had it” kind of way.
Jane hung in there.  She leaned closer, shutting everything else out. 
“I think I see what you mean,” in a low, serious voice.
Bill and Steve shot somber looks, first to Jane, but quickly then to the photo.  They leaned in closer, still seeing nothing.
“Along the side, both sides actually.  There’s an unnaturally straight impression, like an edge, running up from the body bag.  I get the feeling maybe something was there and dragged out.”
Bingo!  Tony broke into a slow and appreciative smile.
“That’s it.  That’s what I saw and it’s been bugging me.”
Steve was still pondering the whole thing.  “But so what?  What are you trying to say happened here?”
“Something else was in that grave.”  Tony was surer than ever now.  
“Okay,” Steve, wondering.  “But what?  Is it a big deal?”
Jane took this one too.  Her mind was racing.  “Somebody witnesses this burial, follows up after the perpetrators leave and uncovers everything.  An hour later, they’re reporting the body, but nothing else.  I’d say it probably is a big deal.”
They bantered different ideas back and forth, maybe drugs, money, jewelry, even weapons.  But why?  Why bury anything valuable with a body?  Nothing seemed to explain it.
		___________________
 
By 10:30, Rich had made it to Greenwich, Connecticut, rumored to be the highest income per capita city in the country. 
Walking into the Greenwich Bicycle Shop, he felt just a little foolish because he wanted an item and didn’t know what to call it.  Rich was a jogger, not a biker.  
“May I be of help?”  A clerk asked.
“Yeah, but I don’t know what to call it.  I need one of those mirrors that you wear on your head so you can see what’s behind you.”  Rich thought that came out all right.
“A mirror.  Sure.  Right this way.”
The clerk led him to the second isle and showed him a selection of four styles, from about twenty to forty dollars.  For a one-inch-mirror.
“What do they call these?”  Rich asked.
“Mirrors?”  
“Yeah, the mirrors.  What do they call them?”
“Mirrors.”  The clerk kept a straight face out of respect.  Rich selected the thirty-dollar model that didn’t require a helmet to attach to.
At the cash register, Rich angled his wallet to hide the thousand dollar bills he had taken.  But as the clerk rang up the sale and the drawer popped open, Rich couldn’t believe the money that was in there.  
“Any chance that you can break a thousand?”
“A thousand what?” asked the clerk, reasonably.
A thousand mirrors, thought Rich.  “Bill.”
“Bill?” still sounding reasonable.
“I have a thousand dollar bill that’s more trouble than it’s worth.  Well, not literally, but I can’t use it for anything until I break it.  I saw all that money and thought maybe you can help.”  
The clerk looked with a cocked head as Rich showed him the bill.  He took it out of Rich’s hand, still looking quite serious.  Then he broke into a gaffe-like expression, “Shhhhooo, I never saw one of these before!”
“They’re not making them any more.  Calling them all in actually.  It would make a great collector’s item.”  Then Rich thought he’d go for it.  “Might be worth something one day.”
No laugh.  The clerk held it to the light.  Turned it over a few times, played it like a fast accordion and then declared it to be real.
“What would you like, hundreds?”
“And fifties, if you can spare them.  Maybe Twenties, you know, ten or so.”  Rich was home free on this one.  “And some fives.”
		_________________
 
Tom Cochrane found himself on an outdoor deck at Cicely’s, a great little spot right next to the Riverhouse Grill where he had eaten the day before.  The two girls sitting at the next table had caught his eye so this would be the place today.  Besides, his red Porsche Boxster was in view here, and he could only hope that they saw him pull up in it.
“That look’s good.”  Tom was eyeing a chicken salad sandwich that the brunette was eating.  “Would you recommend it?”
“Oh, it’s just delish!”  Said with mayonnaise on the corners of her mouth.  “It’s chicken tarragon salad.  I’d definitely recommend it.”
“Then that’ll do me.  I know a good dish when I see one.”  The brunette wasn’t sure about what she just heard, so let it go.  Her friend, a brown haired, deeply tanned, cat-lover according to her T-shirt, had seen him pull up in his red Porsche.
“Nice car you have.  Great day for it too!”  She stared at the car, not Tom.
“Every day’s a great day for that car.”
“Four cylinder or six?” she asked.
Tom had no idea. “Six”, he said.  He thought it sounded bigger.
“Are you from around here?” the brunette asked.
“Padanaram citizen.  Live a few blocks away, but what Padanaram citizen doesn’t?”  Padanaram was small.
“Oh, such a beautiful place to live!  Are you from here originally?”
“No, just the last two years. Great place to be though.”  
The brown haired girl finally took her eyes off the Porsche and gave Tom a little attention.  
“And just how big of a cat lover are you?” referring to her T-shirt.
She had forgotten she had even put the cat shirt on.  Looking down to what Tom was staring at she realized what he meant.
“Oh, cats, dogs, hamsters, fish, birds.  I’m an animal lover from day one.”
“And are you two local?”  Tom was fishing again.
“Fall River.  But we never even knew this place existed!  We were lost and just happened to stumble across it.”
“Fall River?  And you love animals?”  Tom was so surprised.  What a small world, what are the chances?  Why he was …
“I was thinking of opening a pet store in Fall River.  But I would need people to work it, maybe manage it.”
The three seats pulled closer together as Tom began his on the spot interview, one that he knew they would pass.
		_________________
 
Business in New York completed at 5:00, but Rich was sitting in traffic at 7:10.  He had made it out of Manhattan twenty minutes ago.  From experience, he didn’t expect to see open road through his windshield for at least another hour.
He had looked forward all day to topping the night off at Freestone’s, but now he was looking at an ETA of around eleven, and he still had some important chores ahead of him.  But he couldn’t bring himself to skip seeing Gail.  He held a vision of her dimples for the rest of the trip, pulling up to Freestone’s at 11:15.  The vision morphed into reality as he entered the restaurant.
Gail was engrossed in conversation with one of New Bedford’s well-known judges and his wife.  Long time friends, practically family.  Involved with them in the discussion was Larry, a used car salesman who had probably run into the judge a number of times on the wrong side of the bench.  Leave it to Gail to bring such diversity together.  She spotted Rich as he entered.
Flashing a big smile, bright enough to shoot a photograph by, she motioned for Rich to take the empty stool next to the Judges wife.  “Hey!  Things go all right in New York?”
“Things never go all right in New York.  But I survived.”
Gail introduced everyone and then went off to mix Rich’s drink.  “So, tell me about your day.”  Gail spoke while she worked.
“Oh, there’s not much to tell.  Got everything done and sat in traffic for four hours afterwards.”  He turned to the Judge, “You know what they call that in New York, a four hour traffic delay?”
“Normal, probably.”  The Judge chortled, having spent enough time in the Big Apple to appreciate the truth of the statement.
“No word of a lie, the traffic reporter on the radio today called it, ‘smooth sailing’”!  
The Judge chuckled, then added, “One of the most useless things I’ve seen in our day is a traffic report.  Any one ever hear a report that was useful?”  He was asking everyone within earshot, looking around for a response.  No takers.
The Judge went on, “If it’s any good, you always just passed the last exit that would steer you away from the problem.  If you should happen to have enough time to divert, you find out later that the jam was cleared a half hour earlier.”  He shook his head as others nodded in agreement.  He was quite used to that.
“Yeah, and if you zip down the breakdown lane,” Larry just being Larry on this one, “some pot-lickin’ trooper pulls you over and bam, a hundred and twenty out the window.”
Not the best comment to add to a Judge’s observation, but then that’s why he sells used cars, not new cars.
“What’re you, a Palanga!” Gail yelled to Larry.  “Only Palangas drive down the break-down lane.”
Larry backed down, laughing at Gail's act.  The Judge was glad to see the subject end.  It was a small thing for any night of bar talk, but Rich noticed.  He thought it was smooth of Gail to head off even the smallest of discomforts and keep everyone feeling good. 
The group talked on, Gail being involved in at least two or three other conversations simultaneously as she was up and down the entire length of the bar fifty times.  Gradually the group thinned out.  
“I’ve really got to go.”  Rich knew there would be an objection.  “I almost didn’t stop tonight, I’ve got at least an hour or two of important work to do and I’m functioning on ten or twelve hours of sleep all week.”
“Can’t you stay and keep me company for just a little while longer?”  Looking very school-girlish again.  
“Really, I’m ready to crash.” He didn’t know how he was going to do it, but he had one more morning to get up early.  
They said goodnight.  Rich sensed Gail was looking for a kiss, but he didn’t dare.  If he didn’t pull off what he needed to, she’d be kissing a dead man.  He smiled, nodded and left.
		_________________
 
In the ten minute drive to his apartment, Rich almost dozed off three times.  His eyes felt like baked potatoes must feel when they’re wrapped in foil and roasted.  Trying to get his lids to flow smoothly over his burning eyes reminded him of trying to remove the foil.
Once in his apartment, he repeated the scene from a few days ago, pulling all the shades down, closing the blinds and shutting out all the lights except in his bedroom.  He left his bedroom door open so some light would flow into the kitchen.  
He took out two 33 gallon garbage can size, green plastic bags, then decided he may need more support, so took out two more and doubled them up.  He dragged the kitchen chair over to the side and mounted it, then pushed a ceiling tile up and began the transfer.
After thirty minutes, the two bags were full, but there was still a lot of money left.  He doubled two more bags and completed the process.  
It was an eerie view.  Three green garbage bags loaded with cash.  Like trash, ready to be discarded and crushed, but enough wealth to change someone’s life, for better or for worse.  He figured the money had changed his for worse.  Now that he had Gail, he thought this would be best.  If he could get rid of his most recent problems, he’d have to trust that his other ones would disappear too. 
Rich was careful to hold back something for himself.  His recent money problems made an indelible impression that he would not soon forget.  Being broke in this world is a fearsome thing. 
 

CHAPTER 11
 
 
Saturday Morning
 
 
 
With his alarm going off at 4:00 for so long now his eyes popped open at 3:56.  They still ached, but were open.  Rich’s inner clock always adapted easily, but more likely it was the anticipation.  This was the day!  
Rich fired up his Pavoni again, a carbon copy of the previous morning.  But he was even more tired, dead tired.  He worried that by pushing it he might miss some detail and his entire plan become unraveled.  Why did he stay so long last night?  
He made his concoction, mixed it all into his Starbucks stainless steel whatever and finished dressing.  He emptied the shopping bags from Connecticut, spreading the contents on his bed.  He put on the oversized running pants and jacket, then laced up the Reebok ghetto jumpers that he would never buy in his normal life.  He glanced in the mirror and confirmed that he looked like a new man.  Who could recognize him?  Finally he grabbed his new “Tweety Bird” hat and his mirror.
Two trips and he was loaded and out.  He had a queasy feeling in his stomach as he left.  Everything that life had brought him to through the years, everything he had become or would ever become, was riding on what would transpire within the next hour or so.  He wanted to vomit.  He sucked it in.  He was on autopilot, because if he stopped to think about what he was doing, he’d likely bail.	
		__________________
The latte’ was gone by the time Rich was turning onto Potomska Road.  He drove to the area Tom would arrive a half hour from now.  He pulled to the same spot he had hidden away in the morning before, well covered with trees and shrubbery. 
Rich put his hat on.  He hated hats.  Then he hauled the three bags of money along with a shovel to the spot he had spied the last two mornings.  His Explorer was well out of sight, but he had a clear view to where Tom had parked his Porsche the last two mornings.  He dug a hole about three feet deep and now would sit and wait. 
So many things could go wrong, not the least of which would be Tom not showing up!  Rich had planned this piece of the puzzle for today so that he’d have two days to fall back on if something failed, but this was the best day.  And would he have the nerve again if it were to be delayed?
Within a minute of yesterday’s timing, Rich heard the roar of the air-cooled, evidently six cylinder Porsche tearing down Potomska Road.  Rich took out his mirror, small enough to not be seen from the sixty yards between them.  He strapped it around his head.  Turning his back to where Tom would pull up, he began digging.  
Tom pulled up, revved the engine once and turned it off. Cool drivers do that.  Rich heard the door open and shut and then captured Tom’s image in his mirror.  Rich tried to make a scraping noise, but it wasn’t very good.  He dug in hard and fast, trying to create a noise.  In his mirror he still didn’t see Tom notice him.  Rich began to grunt slightly as he dug in hard with each repetition.  Three grunts and hard shovel strokes later, Tom turned toward the curious noise.  
Rich observed a shaky image of Tom in his mirror, the mirror shaking, not Tom.  It was more difficult than he had imagined to keep Tom in view.  But through the shakes and oscillations, Rich could determine that Tom’s attention was firmly fixed on Rich’s area now.  Gotcha!  Wasting no time, Rich threw his shovel down and quickly grabbed the three bags, throwing them into the pit.  Confirming that Tom was still watching, Rich picked up the shovel again and started furiously covering the bags.  By now Tom was almost out of sight.  Rich thought he lost him, then saw Tom crouching low trying not to be seen.  Rich watched as Tom’s head would bob up and down, left and right, trying to hide but not miss anything.
Rich had been the curious one at Horseneck Beach last Monday when he saw the money being buried, yet he remembered how the scene had held his attention, had held him spellbound, fixated.  If it had that effect on him, Tom would be swept into the intrigue of the whole scene as well. He couldn’t help but be proud of his little plan, which was now working like the proverbial charm.
Rich had the hole filled in no time, then packed down the topsoil and pretended to look around, scouting for unwanted observers.  Tom ducked down in what he thought was a cool, smooth action.  Rich saw him duck and could see his image behind the well lit, inadequate shrub he chose for cover, but he knew Tom would think that he had been fast enough.  Rich stifled a laugh, re-scanned the horizon and made a visible nod to himself like he was satisfied. 
Satisfied that his plan was working, Rich took the shovel and skulked off to his vehicle.  Rich knew Tom would never follow him, so there was no worry about his Explorer being recognized.  Tom’s attention was fixated on the dig site. 
Rich went back to his Explorer, tore Tweety Bird and his mirror off his head, and was quickly out and down the road.  About a mile down the road, Rich slowed, turned around and drove quietly back.  Returning to the hidden cove deep in the woods he had just come from, Rich got out and quietly snuck back.  He withdrew his Bushnell binoculars.  
Rich was pleasantly surprised.  He had never in his life manipulated anyone but it was all working just as planned.
He watched Tom running around trying to find some implement he could use as a shovel.  He picked up a branch and dug in with such enthusiasm, Rich had to admire him.  Rich had purposely left the dirt loosely packed so Tom wouldn’t have any problems uncovering the bags.  After a few minutes, Tom pitched the branch away and started in with his hands.  He grabbed the first bag firmly and pulled it out.  Tom was thinking this has to be either drugs or money, hoping it was the former.  Body parts never occurred to him.  As Tom tore the bag open and stared, Rich thought he looked like a Buddhist monk prostrating himself.  Tom, squatting in an unflattering manner, froze as he beheld the sight in front of him.  He was probably praying, thanking whatever god he could have believed in for the incredible luck that was turned in his direction.
Tom had hoped for drugs, but the money appeased him.  After examining the first bag, Tom hauled up the second, checked it out, then the third.  He shot glances in all directions, making certain no one was seeing him.  With no one in sight, Tom made his move.  He hauled out the three bags and in one sweep ran to his Porsche.  He flipped the trunk open, fit one bag in filling the trunk to capacity.  With no other options, he put the other two bags in the front seat and did one more glance around, super-sleuth style, then hopped into his car and tore off.  He wouldn’t be jogging this morning.
He tore past the Wellington’s, and with his pedal down, all six (?) cylinders screaming, Joseph and Mary awoke, as did the Wellington’s.
Rich was relieved.  The first crucial part of his plan had worked like a charm.  Then fatigue set in and he collapsed in his drivers seat.  He wouldn’t wake up for three hours.
		__________________
 
Racing home, Tom was at first so excited, he could hardly stay on the road.  Visions of wild spending and partying blinded him to the real world curves and bends in the road.  He thought of celebrating with Debbie and traveling and getting the big boat they always wanted.  He was so proud to finally be a real breadwinner!  He didn’t know how much money was there, but even Tom could tell it was an incredible sum.
But thinking about Debbie brought up an interesting dilemma.  Should he tell her?  She was getting more and more protective with her money, arguing over where their money should be spent.  She had craftily siphoned off a small fortune from her last husband without his knowing it, so maybe Tom should protect himself.  
Then he thought of the good times they could enjoy together. Wasn’t that why they married?  They were just right for each other, like two pieces of a puzzle, they fit together perfectly.  When times were good for Tom and Debbie, times were very, very good.  No one knew how to party like the two of them.  Like Yin and Yang.  It would be the right thing for him to share this treasure with her.  It would be the noble thing.  Should Tom’s nobility ever be questioned, let this be the stick by which he be measured.
Tom burst through the door, waking Debbie up, but standing so proudly.  He sang out, “Debbie, we’re rich!”, holding out one large, doubled-up green trash bag stuffed with cash.
Debbie was startled.  She took in the blurry view of her husband standing there holding a garbage bag and claiming they hit the lottery or something.  Thinking he had lost his mind, Debbie recoiled just slightly as Tom came closer.  But the words began to penetrate.
“Debbie, it’s full of money!  Tons and tons!  Look!”  Tom turned the bag over and emptied the entire thing out onto her bed, showering Debbie with bills galore.  For the first time in days, Debbie smiled.  Then she screamed and laughed heartily.
“Where did you get this?  Where’s it from?”
“It’s from some sucker who’s going to be kicking himself black and blue the day he comes back for it.”  Tom loves bettering people.
“But who?  What?”
“Deb, I have no idea, maybe a drug dealer, maybe a crook, maybe some old eccentric who doesn’t trust banks.  I never even seen him very clear.  But as I was doing my warm-ups this morning, I could hear this scraping and grunting from in the woods.  I turn to check it out and I see this guy digging a hole.  I was almost going to ignore it, then I sees him take thre… I mean this trash bag stuffed with something and toss it into the hole.  Then he quickly covers it over, looks all around like he didn’t want no one to see him, and then leaves.
“So I jog on over, get a stick and uncover the hole.  Can you believe it?  Do you have any idea how much cash must be here?”  He picked up a thousand dollar bill, the crispest one he could find, and handed it to Debbie.  They were wild eyed for each other.  This was the magic they used to feel. 
“And the best thing, Deb,” Tom was panting, “it’s all tax free!  We don’t have to report it!”
Tom was referring to a little known statute that said if you found money in green garbage bags that were buried underground and was obviously some one else’s, the government would exempt it from all taxation as the schmuck who buried it would be considered to be a grantor of a gift and in fact, therefore, the party whereof and thereof to be subject to withholdings, state, federal, local, city and ignorance taxes.  Something like that.  Any accountant Tom would hire would know the rule. 
They laughed and screamed and threw money in the air.  Tom rushed to the kitchen, raided their KichenAid and grabbed a bottle of cheap champagne.  Running back to the bedroom, shaking the bottle on the run, Tom undid the wire mesh and popped the plastic cork.  Champagne everywhere, flowing over the bottle, onto the money, onto the sheets, onto Debbie.  She didn’t mind.  She scooted up on her knees toward Tom and put her lips around the mouth of the foaming bottle, guzzling the erupting champagne until it seemed to subside.  Tom licked whatever was flowing down the sides of her mouth, then licked her lips.  Lapping at Debbie, he pressed her until she fell back, laughing and giggling.  Tom took a swig from the bottle and passed it to Debbie who took two swigs.
Tom’s sweats were soaking with champagne, so he took them off and removed his beat-up running shoes.  They spent the rest of the morning absorbing cheap champagne, money and each other.
		__________________
 
Rich awoke after nine.  The sun was hot already, probably right around eighty degrees.  Through the trees the road would show an occasional sign of other drivers, a jogger or two, even a biker, but traffic was very light.
After shaking off the cobwebs, Rich put the Explorer in reverse and backed out to the road.  Cruising down Potamska, the Wellington’s place loomed ahead like a castle in some fantasyland.  The sun was glinting off the water stretching endlessly from their back yard.  The bay they lived on was calm.
Past the Wellington’s Rich could see some sort of roadblock.  Three Dartmouth Police cars were parked to the side and four State Police cars were in the street.  An F.B.I. car was parked on the front lawn. 
Rich’s first thought was of an accident.  Could it have been Tom?  Fear seized him.  His whole plan would be down the tubes and the money gone, all because of Tom’s fourth grade driving skills.  
As he passed, he scanned the area for signs of an accident but detected none.  A State Trooper directed him around and he could see all the action was at the house. 
With his angle changing he could see the side porch and several groups of people, five or six in all.  Each group seemed to consist of two or three law enforcement officers surrounding a handcuffed citizen.  They were being questioned separated from each other.  Then, just as he was about to clear the area, he saw two officers carrying out bales of clear plastic packages stuffed with what appeared to be white, crystallized powder.  Rich recognized it from movies.  Heroin.  Or coke.  Whatever.  
Rich couldn’t believe it.  This should get Anne Wellington good and wound up for tomorrow’s party.  With all those guests scheduled for tomorrow, the timing could not have been better for a neighbor to be busted.  Rich was happy for her.
		_________________
 
The Dartmouth Police Department had their hands full on this sunny, beach-perfect Saturday.  The influx of tourists who swell the town’s population on any given hot summer day, taxing the department’s resources to the fullest every weekend, was only going to be the worse on this, the first perfect Saturday of the season.  Adding to Captain Hernandes problems was the State Police Department’s decision to choose today, of all days, for closing the trap they had been setting for the last few months.
For three months, State Police were working closely with the Dartmouth Police, keeping the home of Ricardo Montero under surveillance.  Of Hispanic origin, born in Columbia, Ricardo could pass for a good-looking light Italian and had all but overcome any noticeable accent.  Ricardo had an early brush with the law the first year after moving up from Long Island.  It was just a minor disturbance matter, the result of a wild party, but then new Officer Bill Ryan handled the matter discreetly and helped Ricardo dodge a bullet.
By late winter, the Massachusetts State Police contacted Captain Hernandes with information that alarmed Hernandes and would keep his men busy for three months.  Ricardo Montero was reportedly a rapidly rising kingpin in the northeast drug empire.  Besides trafficking in some of the largest shipments ever seen in the northeast, he also pushed packets right out of his home, supplying to the white-collar society of Dartmouth, Westport and surrounding communities.  He let the grunts push the high volume in the cities and slums, while he handled “direct retail” to a higher class of users at premium rates and wildly incredible margins.  
Ricardo had bought the bungalow, modest for the area, but perfect in its location for his purposes.  It was set on a quiet stretch of road and had no neighbors in direct view.  
He used an old newspaper tube as a drop box.  Each client was assigned a specific hour of day so as to avoid paths crossing.  When the client wanted a pick-up they would send e-mail to Ricardo’s secure site, simply stating the hour, no name, code or details, just the hour.  At precisely ten past the hour, Ricardo or one of his people would walk to the tube and pick up the money.  No money, no honey.  If the money was in the nest a second trip would be made to plant the package.  Ricardo’s people would never be caught in a direct exchange.  The pick-up was then the responsibility of the client.  If they didn't show by half past, the package would be retrieved with no refunds.
One client stood out as they managed surveillance over the weeks, Dartmouth resident, Thomas Cochrane of Padanaram.  One of Ricardo’s most regular clients, he routinely jogged by most mornings and always on Saturdays.  
When Hernandes heard that the State Police wanted to pull the sting on Saturday, he objected to the drain on manpower. But the State Police assured him that Cochrane always made his pick-up around six o’clock and the whole affair would be over by seven or seven thirty, eight at the latest.  Hernandes gave in.
Imagine everyone’s surprise when Tom Cochrane didn’t jog by on that perfect Saturday morning.
Confusion ensued as they all pondered what to do when Cochrane never showed.  One officer, Jane Humbolt, was sure it was Cochrane she saw speeding by in his red Porsche at his expected pick-up time.  Her superiors ignored her.  The decision was made to hold position until the next client came by, whatever time that might be.
With Hernandes simmering in a slow stew, all twelve officers involved had to stay in their positions until another client surfaced.  They were sure it would happen, but no one could tell when.  On a hot day like this, it made for interesting sweat patterns on everyone’s uniforms as they were forced to remain in tight hiding conditions throughout the grassy areas.  By the time the first client finally made his pick-up at about eight twenty, it was a ripe and ornery crowd of law enforcement agents they would have to deal with.
		_________________
 
Somehow through the din of partying and the blaring music, Tom heard the phone ringing and since it wouldn’t stop in spite of his blatantly ignoring it, he picked up. Debbie danced on.
“Hey, Tom here.”   He recognized the voice, always good for the inside scoop.  “Yeah, how you doing Billy? …  Say what? …  Busted?… this morning? …  Get out! …  No, No. …  No, I didn’t!”
Tom was hearing about the bust for the first time, while it was still going on.  Bill wouldn’t be able to talk long.  Tom’s extremely good fortune in not getting busted was not missed by either of them. 
“Bill, this is the first Saturday since I hooked up that I didn’t pick up, can you imagine?  Thought I might tick off Montero really big time after e-mailing him, but something more important came up. …  I can’t believe it, the whole house? …  Montero wasn’t?   No fooling…  He wasn’t even there.  Lucky pusher, I guess…  No, no.  Don’t worry, I’ll find us another.”
Tom hung up in disbelief.  Not out of concern for any of his associates now looking at twenty to thirty, nor for his counterpart, the poor guy who e-mailed for an eight o’clock pick-up and got nailed.  Tom was in disbelief over his incredible luck!
His thoughts turned quickly to the other two bags of money he had stuffed in an empty trashcan in the garage.  He would hide the bags in a more secure location when Deb wasn’t around.  Meanwhile, he was thankful to the powers that be for protecting him, cradling him, shielding him from harm.  Yes, Tom was in fact chosen.  The events of this day proved that.
“Who was that?”  Debbie asking.
“Oh, just the office.  I may have a closing Monday or Tuesday.”
Debbie nodded, happy to see that Tom was taking his work more seriously, but more so because the spark seemed to be back.  It wasn’t the money; to Debbie it didn’t strike her as all that important.  She was good for over a million, even though Tom didn’t know it.  But it was Tom that she wanted back.  She left a prosperous, contented, and yes, even a happy home for Tom and if he didn’t get back to being his old flaming, passionate and vigorous self, what would the point have been?  
Tom grabbed Debbie and danced a tango type step to an entirely inappropriate tune, but they were pretty well sloshed by now.  They tangoed their way back out to the deck. Debbie and the Chosen One. 
 
________________________
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